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The central purpose of this dissertation is to formulate answers to questions regarding the 
kind of political system that Myanmar urgently needs to develop. Myanmar has suffered the 
endless civil war for decades since regaining its sovereignty in 1948. Myanmar cannot achieve a 
lasting peace, prosperity and security unless it alters its centralized governance system into a 
more decentralized and democratic one. Therefore, the lead research question is: What kind of 
federal democratic model is most suitable for Myanmar and what kind of political arrangements 
should be in place? 
To explore answers for this question, I employed a descriptive–qualitative approach and 
triangulation research method including interviews with politicians and activists in Myanmar, 
field observation and analysis of historical documents. The study analyzed the contemporary 
political issues of Myanmar in terms of federalism to ensure that analysis of this dissertation 
does not omit the actual political process performed by the government. In addition to that, the 
study investigated on uncovers the reasons behind the country becoming the victim of civil war 
for the purpose of illustrating a bigger dimension of the reasons why the country has been 
suffering civil war. The analysis of the struggles of armed groups in the country fighting for 
federal democracy in the country is presented.  
The normative method is also employed in an effort to accurately define Myanmar’s 
Constitution in relation to federalism from a comparative perspective. The constitutions of the 
United States, India, and Myanmar were critically analyzed in the light of Ivo D. Duchacek’s  ten 
yardsticks of federalism. 
Depending on the local political uniqueness, every country has its own unique political 
culture, history, distinct background, and nature. A mechanical application of any country’s 
existing federal model will not fit in to Myanmar’s particular situation and will not be effective 
due to its unique and complicated political history. As a result, a federal model for Myanmar can 
never be transferred or applied wholly from any existing federal model of any country, even if it 
is the quite efficient USA system. Therefore, Myanmar needs a tailored federal model, which is 
to be the best ones to accommodate in the ethnically divided country that would enhance solution 
to ethnic conflicts and end civil war.   
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Introduction 
Research Background, Hypotheses and Objectives 
1. Background of the Study 
 The central purpose of this dissertation is to formulate answers to questions regarding the 
kind of political system that Myanmar needs to develop. Since achieving self-sovereignty in 
1948, Myanmar began to have civil war. The government has attempted to solve this deeply 
rooted conflict, the endless civil war, with different means and various policies for many decades. 
The very first constitution that the country had, 1947 Constitution, was highly centralized in 
power-sharing 1 . In. 1962, the Ne Win regime introduced the so-called “Burmese Way to 
Socialism,” which guided the country’s socialist government until 1988. From 1988 onward, the 
military regime replaced that government with the State Law and Order Restoration Council 
(SLORC), which was later abandoned in favor of the State Peace and Development Council 
(SPDC). However, none of those centralized regimes or the policies supporting them have 
brought an end to Myanmar’s political crisis; on the contrary, they have not only worsened the 
crisis but also stifled the country’s socioeconomic development. The human rights violation 
against minorities, religious institutions and civilians by the military regime were dramatically 
high. Consequently, the country was being isolated from the international community for 
decades. Such situations became the main factors for the two historic uprisings and mobilizations 
against the military led government in 1988 and 2007, which are known as 8888 uprising and 
2007 Saffron Revolution. As a result, sanction against Myanmar by the international community 
became greater in numbers; at the same time, thousands of politicians and activists were arrested, 
jailed and even shot to death while many politicians escaped the country as political exiles. In the 
                                                          
1 U Chan Htun, the architect of the 1947 Constituion, said, “Our country, though in theory federal, is in practice 
unitary” (Tinker, 1957, p.13). 
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meantime, therefore, with such kind of political pressures from domestic and international 
community against the government, the military regime began to realize that an exit strategy in 
the long run had to be developed to deal with that mounting problem.   
 As a strategic action from the military regime, drafting a new constitution was finalized 
and confirmed by holding a nationwide referendum in 2008. The new constitution is easily called 
the “2008 Constitution”. By following the 2008 constitution, a nationwide multiparty election 
was held in 2010. As a result, Myanmar had a quasi-democracy government led by military 
backed Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) party formed up a new government. 
The transition toward democratization began with the unanticipated launch in 2011 of political 
and economic reforms by the government of President Thein Sein, a former general and junta 
member. Myanmar has more experienced a political spring of democratization that has stunned 
democracy advocates around the globe. Under the watchful eyes of international and local 
observers, the reforms gained significant ground with the general elections in November 2015, 
which marked the first openly contested elections in Myanmar since 1990. The landslide victory 
of the National League for Democracy (NLD) allowed the party to single-handedly appoint the 
speakers of both the Upper and Lower Houses of Myanmar’s legislature—that is, the Pyidaungsu 
Hluttaw—one of whom, via parliamentary vote, became president. The NLD’s historic victory 
raised hopes among the people of Myanmar for sustainable, long-lasting peace in the nation as a 
common aim of both the NLD and Myanmar’s military.  
 However, to make advancements toward that goal, Myanmar needs to alter its 
Constitution such that a more federal democratic state can be established. The 2008 Constitution 
fails to meet a standard democracy constitution in its process and contents. Firstly, while drafting 
the constitution, no public participation was included. The Constitution was wholly written by 
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the military’s handpicked few personnel. Nevertheless, during the drafting period, any person 
who blamed and criticized the drafted Constitution were arrested and jailed. Secondly the 
original purpose of the Constitution is to secure the military leaders from taking any legal action 
against them. This was asserted by U Thura Shwe Man, who was once the third highest-ranking 
man in the military (DVB Academy Debate, 2018 September 8).  
 However, the military claims that the 2008 Constitution abides characteristics of 
federalism (Ko Ye, 2018, pp. 78-79). It is regarded as a quasi-federal constitution (Preecharuch, 
p.5) in structure, although it lacks democratic values and genuine federal features in essence. An 
obvious example is an article of the basic principles, enabling the military to participate in 
national politics. The high centralization of power, provided by the Constitution, strictly limits 
the abilities of local governments and constituent units, which is no different from a centralized 
unitary system. The 2008 Constitution encouraged Burmanization by disproportionately favoring 
the majority Bamar ethnic against the minorities in the allocation of seats in the parliament. In 
addition to that, the ethnic people have no authority over the natural resources that are in their 
own territory. As a result, the 2008 Constitution is, in reality at the grassroots level, even 
triggered the tension of ethnic grievances. More ethnic-armed groups are rising and even became 
stronger in fighting against the military. 
 Therefore, as an alternative to a centralized political system, a decentralized federal one 
that involves the sharing of power could help to mitigate Myanmar’s current political situation. 
Myanmar needs a federal constitution that not only affords balances of power and authority but 
also facilitates the sharing of resources between the central government and the country’s seven 
state governments that represent the nation’s ethnically divided society. To that purpose, it 
remains crucial to critically conceptualize and analyze Myanmar’s political situation in order to 
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determine which federal democratic model would be best for the country, all perspectives 
considered.  
2. Research Questions and Hypotheses  
 Given the 2008 Constitution’s failure to end the ethnic war and its inability to 
accommodate the diverse ethnic groups, however, a suitable constitutional design for Myanmar 
has become necessary. Therefore, the main puzzle that motivates the research presented here is 
“What kind of federal democratic model is the most suitable for Myanmar?” As each country in 
the world is unique in nature and with its own distinct political background, Myanmar cannot 
directly import any federal model already practiced elsewhere in the world. If that is the case, a 
unique kind of a federal setting, a tailored model can accommodate this ethnically, linguistically 
and religiously divided society.  
 The core puzzle also leads to a question which is, “What is the proper model of 
Myanmar`s contemporary political system?” This question suggests the need to clearly identify 
the actual political situation in Myanmar. This finding helps scholars to realize that Myanmar is 
still merely a decentralized military dominated system which is in the process of transition to 
federal democracy. This question is followed by another essential query which is: “Why 
Myanmar fails to establish sustainable federalism in the country?” This question sheds light on 
the need for political agreement inclusively and trust among the politicians. Consequently, it 
reminds the necessity of political strategy in its transition to democracy. Democratization in any 
country and any situation demands contextual strategies and approaches.   
 Thirdly, in order to establish a sustainable federal democracy in Myanmar, it is urgently 
important to investigate another missing piece. This piece is a question of “How Myanmar can 
advance institutional reforms?” The question broadens its scope to not only focus on the 
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constitutional matters but also the institutional matters that are not wholly under the umbrella of 
legal matters. 
 Recapitulating, the central questions and hypotheses of this dissertation are as follows: 
Q1: What kind of federal democratic model is the most suitable for Myanmar? 
H1: Depending on the local political uniqueness, every country has its own unique political 
culture, distinct background, and nature. A mechanical application of any country’s existing 
federal model is not effective. This logic applies to Myanmar politics due to its unique and 
complicated political history. As a result, a federal model for Myanmar can never be applied 
unequivocally and wholly from any existing federal model of any country’s system even if it’s 
the quite efficient USA model. Therefore, Myanmar needs a tailored federal model to end civil 
war and achieve eternal peace.  
Q2: What is the proper model of Myanmar`s contemporary political system? 
H2: By considering the limited authority provided to the duly elected civilian leaders reserved in 
the State Constitution, the dispropotionte power-sharing between the central government and 
states/regions, the military`s self-rule system of independence from the rule of the civilian 
government,  the provision of authority to the military to declare state of emergency and the 
Hluttaw`s influence over state parliament`s decision, Myanmar is to be more accurately 
understood as a decentralized military system. 
Q3: Why Myanmar fails to establish sustainable federalism in the country? 
H3: Myanmar has been constantly failing in building a sustainable federal democracy due to two 
political reasons. From the historical analysis of political conflict in Myanmar, it is evident that 
the lack of viable political platform for all the political stakeholders to reach common design and 
interpretation of federalism; this problem makes the failure of any concrete political strategy in 
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transition to federal democracy. Although ethnic groups view federalism as an effective political 
mechanism to resolve conflict in the country, this term has been a nightmare for the military 
institution for decades believing it as a political cult that will upheave the union. Concurrently, 
the democratic group in Myanmar also could not properly identify the federalism system. Hence, 
the fundamental root of this dissimilarities is the lack of a political platform to assimilate 
common political ground.          
Another political obstacle is the lack of trust among the key political leaders and 
institution in the country. Therefore, formulating political strategy is believed to help in building 
trust among stakeholders but also to empower the move towards federal democracy. As a 
severely divided society, Myanmar cannot establish sustainable federal democracy without 
having the strategic plan in its democratization process. The democratization process that 
Myanmar needs to prepare is a “coming together” approach especially in its transition period. 
This approach means establishing any form of coalition government in which key ethnic leaders 
cooperate inclusively instead of a “winner takes all” system of approach. In the meantime, it is 
necessary to encourage active political mobilization, inducing the marginalized citizens and 
groups to engage in the patterns of political behavior and keep the political commitment. This 
mobilization can pave the way to gradually consolidating democracy rather than to tyrannical 
system. However, it is crucially important that any political mobilization and political strategy in 
Myanmar should never misstep in the transition process. The process needs to start from the less 
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Q4: How Myanmar can advance institutional reforms? 
H4: Aside from having a tailored constitution, Myanmar needs to review its legal and institutions. 
There are eight major sectors that need to be reviewed and reformed. To have a standardized 
military system, it is hugely important to implement volunteer soldier system to be more 
ethnically inclusive. Since there are more than twenty armed groups in Myanmar, each armed 
group’s representation can be intriguing. In some ethnic states, many armed groups exist in a 
single state representing various races and tribes. Therefore, constantly monitoring the relations 
among and between minorities is needed since some of them are more powerful in arms while 
the rest are vulnerable. As the religion curse has been taking hold in the country for decades, a 
strict separation of religion and state must prohibit religious conflicts. Meanwhile, civil society 
which is the backbone of democracy must be empowered.  
 The civil society network is an important platform where all ethnic groups can build the 
social contract. At the same time, the law must be just, and this just law needs to treat all the 
citizens equally. Regardless of the social and political status, no person or organization should be 
above the law. To establish a consolidated federal democracy country, the citizens need to be 
more informed, educated to have a higher levels democratic culture, while the education must 
also build more sympathy, empathy and understanding among the diverse societies. Lastly, but 
not the least, reeducating teachers in Myanmar will effectively prepare raising the levels of 
democratic citizenship and education. 
3. Research Methodology 
 To answer the questions posed at the outset of this dissertation, I employed a descriptive–
qualitative approach. The main reasons for adopting this approach are: data and information 
about Myanmar are rare and the accuracy of those few available data are not even reliable 
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enough to quantitatively analyze. I personally went back to Myanmar to conduct my research. 
Therefore, the analytical portion of the dissertation can be classified into two main parts, namely 
normative research method and triangulation method. The materials adopted in triangulation 
method are interviews with politicians and activists in Myanmar, field observation and analysis 
of historical documents. The normative method is used for the purpose of comparative 
constitutions: compare and contrasts USA and India constitutions.   
 In Chapters 6 and 7, I used normative method in a deductive way in which theory 
provided the guidelines for investigation (Bryman, 2012). In an effort to accurately define 
Myanmar’s Constitution in relation to federalism from a comparative perspective, the 
constitutions of the United States, India, and Myanmar were critically analyzed in the light of Ivo 
D. Duchacek’s (1970) 10 yardsticks of federalism. 
 In the first part of the dissertation (i.e., Chapters 2 to 4), I used a combination of methods, 
including interviews, field observations, and the analysis of documents, including newspapers, 
webpages, and social media pages on YouTube and Facebook. That triangulation of methods 
allowed me to gain a full, nuanced picture of the ethnic conflicts in Myanmar, its political 
situation, and a range of federal models. Observations and interviews enabled me to grasp the 
realities of political situations in Myanmar and their meanings in relation to federalism. In 
Myanmar, I conducted interviews with politicians, members of armed group and political 
analysts, all of whom are actively involved in Myanmar’s political life. From the interviews, I 
gained insights into individuals’ experiences with the political movement in Myanmar, their 
perspectives on the country’s current political situation, and their thoughts about which kind of 
political model would be most suitable for Myanmar.  
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 I also attended a seminar held in the Japan parliament which was related to Myanmar 
peace process and refugees2. Taking advantage of social media, I additionally consulted several 
forums, debates, and seminars posted on Facebook pages and YouTube channels. Apart from 
field observations, such media are arguably more reliable sources for learning about Myanmar’s 
political realities at present than information made publicly available by the government3.  
 Last, because my research primarily took the form of a study of literature relevant to 
Myanmar’s prospects for developing a federal system, I studied books, articles, websites, and 
other materials related to the country’s politics, federal tendencies, and military, which provided 
important background information for my understanding of the political situation in Myanmar. 
Myanmar’s system was examined by reviewing Myanmar’s Constitution and relevant literature, 
news reports, government reports, and other documents. For a comparative study, the political 
systems of the United States and India were examined by using similar sources of information, as 
well legal studies comparing their federal models.  
4. Literature Review  
 One of the main constraints of doing any academic work or research about Myanmar is 
the scarcity of academic resources, books, papers, and data about the country. As a country 
isolated for several decades under a dictatorship regime, almost no international scholars could 
physically visit the country and do empirical research. As a result of the poor education quality, 
                                                          
2 “Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA): 21st-Century Panglong and Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) in 
Myanmar” presented by Khon Ja, an activist in Myanmar on March 29, 2018,. Members of United Nationalities 
Alliances- Japan who are leaders of various ethnic groups in Myanmar, also presented work addressing Myanmar’s 
political situation. 
 
3 Of the forums, the two that offered the most valuable insights for my research were organized by the Institute for 
Strategy and Policy (ISP). First forum was held on September 2, 2018 which was titled “A Federal Democratic 
Union: Visions and Negotiated Possibilities.” Apart from the discussion of Myanmar think tanks, two distinguished 
guests—ambassadors from the United States and India—delivered presentations on the federal design in their 
respective country. The second forum, held on December 16, 2018, was titled “Myanmar Model of Democratic 
Transition: Has It Been on the Right Track or Gone Derailed?” Apart from a discussion among political analysts, 
and scholars from Myanmar, the Japanese ambassador to Myanmar, H. E. Ichiro, gave a presentation on his 
experiences with democratization in Myanmar and his suggestions for the country’s leaders. 
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not so many Burmese could publish their academic works about their country, while even fewer 
scholarship opportunities are available for Myanmar students comparing with other developing 
and ASEAN countries due to the sanctions imposed against the nation. The worst case is the 
inaccuracy of government official figures and data regarding the country. For this reason, 
Andrew Seth makes a complaint of ‘serious dearth of hard data’ little verifiable documentary 
evidence, and relatively few well-informed sources of information about current developments’ 
in Myanmar (Selth, 2007, p 30). Therefore, most of the books, papers and documents are rather 
related mainly to the political history of the country.  
4.1 Federalism and Myanmar 
 Academic literature on federal designs in Myanmar is rare for the reasons stated above. 
In 2001, Stepan and his colleagues observed in a co-authored article entitled “How Burma Could 
Democratize,” the possibility for ethno-federalism in Myanmar due to the minorities’ affection 
for the principle (p. 107-108). In addition to this, another book that resembles most of this 
dissertation is the Designing Federalism in Burma (2005), written by David C. Williams and a 
Myanmar politician Lian H. Sakhong. The book addresses many aspects of federalism for 
Myanmar. However, it focuses mainly on the do’s and don’ts to consider in the process of 
adopting a federal constitution for the country. This book does not provide any recommendable 
federal format. In brief, this book does not provide an analysis of a federal model that would be 
suitable for Myanmar. 
 In 2013, two professors from Harvard Kennedy School wrote a research paper entitled 
“Against the Odds: Building a Coalition Using a New Federalism for Unitary and Progress in 
Myanmar.” These two professors, David Dapice and Thomas Vallely, proposed a “New 
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Federalism”4 for Myanmar. What the authors David Dapice and Thomas Vallely, meant by New 
Federalism is a broad coalition of incumbent party, democratic opposition, ethnic groups and 
military working together to have a fair election for governors and to share meaningful revenue 
sources, thereby capable of handling many of their own affairs. Overall, this proposed 
framework for Myanmar federalism is overwhelmingly appealing and thought provoking. I 
myself am impressed by the highlighting of the importance of economic development and the 
revenue sharing; not very many Myanmar politicians are aware of fiscal federalism and the need 
for economic development. However, the proposed framework is too idealistic for a country in 
transition since the recent political changes prove that the country’s democratic situation is still 
backward in some aspects. It is even more questionable that this framework would work properly 
even in well-established countries.  
 A piece of a federal paper written entitled “Myanmar’s Military and the Dilemma of 
Federalism” by Robert Taylor (2017) compares “Soft Federalism” with “Hard Federalism” (p. 
1). By “Soft Federalism” the author means that a series of adjustments to the current constitution 
and a more radical constitutional reorganization that dismantles the state and replaces it with a 
structure more like a common market with a single currency and foreign policy (p. 1). The author 
did not propose any single way of federalism that he discussed; instead he proposes that the army 
needs to open “more and more doors” for the ethnic minority soldiers (p. 8).     
 Another paper of an analysis of searching for federalism in Myanmar by Nehginpao 
Kipgen in 2018 bears the closest resemblance to the aim of this dissertation. His paper entitled 
“The Quest for Federalism in Myanmar,” features a design for a federal model in Myanmar. The 
author proposes a federal model of “Non-Territorial Federalism” by arguing that for the scattered 
                                                          
4 The framework of New Federalism was developed by the authors based on the books of Daron Acemoglu and 
James Robinson’s Why Nations Fail and Fareed Zakaria’s Illiberal Democracy. 
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ethnic groups in Myanmar this model would “be well-suited to the demands of some ethnic 
groups whose populations spreads out across different states and regions” (p. 619). In his paper 
entitled “The Federal Solution to Ethnic Conflicts,” author Baogang He claims that Asian 
countries should not directly apply the western federal model which is regional (territorial) 
federalism (2016, p.31). Multinational federalism is recommended by the author for Asia 
countries due to the presence of ethnic identities in these regions (p.32). In his conclusion, the 
author argues that asymmetric federalism is the most likely to succeed in Asia.  
 From this literature review, several types and models of federalism could be observed. To 
reiterate, types of ethno-federalism, hard federalism, soft federalism, non-territorial federalism, 
multinational federalism and asymmetric federalism are scrutinized the most. From these 
presentations, it is crystal clear that the 2008 Constitution must be amended or changed for a 
federal democracy system. However, as observed in this literature review, most federal studies of 
Myanmar just merely address the general federal type; their recommendation for Myanmar are 
offered without any advanced clarification and concrete model. I agreed to what Wilson (2017) 
notified this lack of investigating suitable federal model for Myanmar by saying that “In fact, 
little focused has been carried out on what type of system might be suitable for Myanmar.” The 
in-depth discussion of a federal model is scant in Myanmar. Besides having these limitations, 
almost every non-Bamar ethnic politician and writers who seeks a federal system for Myanmar 
implies the federalism model of the USA as a viable one due to its similar federal background 
process as a “coming together” type. This tendency to take the USA federalism model as a 
benchmark is not wrong, even though it is an incomplete one. Therefore, a political scientist 
Alfred Stepan (1999) in his paper “Federalism and Democracy: Beyond the U.S. Model” urged 
13 | P a g e  
 
multinational countries like Myanmar need to investigate a federalism model beyond the USA 
model (p. 30). 
 I agree with the argument of Alfred Stepan to investigate a federal model beyond the 
USA model. Thereby, instead of the several federal models presented in the literature, it is best 
to investigate a tailored federal model for Myanmar that best suits the country and the political 
culture. In the meantime, it is necessary to reexamine the effects of federalism in coping with 
ethnic conflicts since there are some scholars who believe federalism escalates conflicts.  
 Among scholars who have investigated the problems of implementing federal systems, 
Walker Connor (1973), John Coakley (2003), David Brown (2007) have observed that the 
presence of nationalism with a psychological, irrational bent undermines efforts to make 
federalism functional, for the centralized federal powers will respond by resisting (Connor, 1973, 
p. 12). On the contrary, there are some scholars who believe that federalism can be a mechanism 
of conflict solution as long as it is properly installed.  Donald Horowitz (1985) also maintains 
that federalism can be pivotal to reducing ethnic conflict in some situations under certain 
conditions. 
 Having compared the pros and cons of federalism and examined debates on the matter, I 
believe that federalism can be an effective mechanism for resolving ethnic conflicts, especially in 
Myanmar. Drawing from what Rothchild and Hartzell (1999) as well as McGarry and O’Leary 
(1993) have proposed, Myanmar needs to focus on formulating an appropriate model of 
governance for its unique political context. However, despite having such solid theoretical 
arguments about federalism, it is necessary to have a broader review of practices of federalism 
and democratization in Asia and Southeast Asia is in order.  
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4.2 Federalism in Asia 
 More than a decade ago, Benjamin Reilly (2007) wrote the prevalence of the so-called 
“Asian Model of Democracy” in Asia (p. 1351) based on his observations of democratization in 
Asian countries such as Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines, Thailand, and Indonesia. In 
Reilly’s view, the uniqueness of the model rests in the design of electoral systems, for all of 
those countries have adopted highly majoritarian forms of mixed-member electoral systems 
(MMM) to elect their national legislatures, despite evident differences in their levels of 
democracy. Although Reilly attempts to provide ample evidence to demonstrate its validity, the 
model is a misleading one nonetheless. For one, the name “Asian model of democracy” should 
be replaced with “East Asian model of democracy,” with reference to Japan, Taiwan, and South 
Korea, all countries in which democracy is already consolidated.  
 Expressing similar reservations, Michael G. Breen (2018) 5  examined Reilly’s (2007) 
Asian model of democracy 10 years after its initial development. Breen (2018, p. 2) has argued 
that Reilly’s model does not hold true in highly diverse countries in Asia, where the combination 
of majoritarianism and ethno-federal systems has allowed regional and ethnic parties to provide 
an important counterbalance to national parties. As an alternative framework, Breen (2018) has 
proposed three generations of nine federal countries in Asia, identified according to the typology 
of Ronald Watts (1999). The first generation consists of the quasi-federations of India, Malaysia, 
and Pakistan. The second generation encompasses China, Indonesia, and the Philippines, which 
are composed of otherwise unitary states with important federal features. The third generation 
includes the emerging federal states of Nepal, Myanmar, and Sri Lanka, all of which show some 
form of ethnoterritorial federalism (Breen, 2018, p. 3).  
                                                          
5 A paper presented at International Political Science Association (IPSA) conference at Brisbance, Australia in 2018. 
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 In sum, there are two models of Asian democracies: one for unitary, relatively 
homogenous countries, the other for federal, ethnically diverse countries. The latter combines 
ethnoterritorial federalism with majoritarianism, as well as incentives for multiethnic and ethnic 
parties (Riley, 2007, p. 16). Between the two models, Breen’s (2018) more recent one more 
accurately reflects political situations in Asia. However, due to rapid political changes in its 
various regions and the diversity of its populations, yet another model may become necessary to 
reflect the region in the future.  
 In the paper “Democratic Crossroads and Political Transitions in Southeast Asia: 
Domestic and International Factors,” Kai Ostwald (2017) highlights that Southeast Asia’s 
experiences with democratization have been complex and rife with contradictions. With the 
exception of Brunei, every country in that region hosts at least one form of elections with more 
candidates than seats to fill the contested positions. Table 1 presents Ostwald’s (2017) 
categorization of states in the region given their political situations in Southeast Asia up until 
2017. 
Table 1. Regime Type and Electoral Quality of Countries in Southeast Asia as of 2017 
Country  Regime type    EIP score 
Brunei   Absolute monarchy   N/A 
Cambodia  Dominant party   32 
Indonesia  Competitive democracy  57 
Laos   Single party    48 
Malaysia  Dominant party   35 
Myanmar  Competitive democracy  54 
The Philippines Competitive democracy  52 
Singapore  Dominant party   53 
Thailand   In transition    52 
Vietnam  Single party    34 
Note. Scores taken from the Electoral Integrity Project (EIP) Year in Elections, 2016–20176.  
Ostwald (2017, p. 3) also illustrates the dynamic political situations of some of the Southeast 
Asian countries in his categorization, especially Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia, and 
                                                          
6 https://www.electoralintegrityproject.com/pei-us-2016 (Site visited July 30, 2019) 
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Myanmar, whose political life, he claims, often becomes a contest over the very nature of the 
country’s political framework itself.  
 Regarding liberal democracy in Southeast Asia, Sorpong Peou (2014) has written that the 
region’s uneven political development has challenged scholars of comparative politics who study 
regime change and continuity. In explaining why no single theory can adequately explain those 
trends in Southeast Asia, Peou (2014, p. 19) observes that of all 11 political regimes in the region, 
only three—Timor-Leste’s, the Philippines’s, and Indonesia’s—can be characterized as liberal 
democracies, though all three are far from being consolidated ones. Although Peou (2014) also 
acknowledges the extreme difficulty of creating a precise typology of political regimes that 
accommodates every country in Southeast Asia—arguably the world’s most diverse region in 
terms of political regimes—he proposes such a working typology for the region’s nations, as 
follows7:  
1. Myanmar: Non-democracy under military rule 
2. Brunei: Monarchical rule 
3. Laos: One-party communist system 
4. Vietnam: One-party communist system 
5. Singapore: Non-liberal democracy 
6. Malaysia: Non-liberal democracy 
7. Cambodia: Non-liberal democracy 
8. Indonesia: Liberal democracy 
9. Philippines: Liberal democracy 
10. Thai (until 2014): Liberal democracy 
11. Timor-Leste: Liberal democracy 
In a sense, the limitations of Peou’s (2014) typology, as well as the controversies that it might 
provoke, stand as proof that developing an accurate typology to describe the types of political 
regimes in Southeast Asia is almost impossible. Indeed, even within the space of a few pages, 
Peou (2014) describes Myanmar not only as an undemocratic state under military rule (p. 20) but 
                                                          
7 Peou, Sorpong. (2014). The Limits and Potential of Liberal Democratization in Southeast Asia, Journal of Current 
Southeast Asia Affairs, 33(2), 19-47. 
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also as a competitive authoritarian state (p. 26). By contrast, in Ostwald’s (2017) from three 
years later, Myanmar is labeled as being a competitive democracy with high ranks in electoral 
quality (p. 3).  
 Apart from the different clarifications and modifications of Asia political typologies 
through different lenses, such as the electoral perspectives, regime types and economy systems, 
the discussion of Edward Aspinall and Nicholas Farrelly (2014, p. 163), Patrick Ziegenhain 
(2016) and He (2007) witnessed that federalism is a political tool being commonly practiced in 
Asia in different forms and different ways. Although, some Asian fails to properly apply 
federalism, the successful cases of federalism in Asia presented that federalism is not only a 
theoretically acceptable model but also the practical and effective system in governance. 
However, as mentioned several times, in order to develop a proper federal model for a country, it 
is necessary to investigate first the political situation of that country. In the case of Myanmar, the 
first strategic step would be to explore the reasons why ethnic people rebel the government 
which causes one of the longest civil war. 
4.3 Myanmar’s Civil War 
 To investigate deeper into Myanmar’s political conflict, several authoritative works focus 
on the ethnic conflict during the post-independence of Myanmar are also read for this research. 
The most notable are Martin Smith’s State of Strife: The Dynamics of Ethnic Conflict in Burma; 
Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity; Steinberg’s book on Burma: The State of 
Myanmar; and Mary Callahan’s Making Enemies, War and State Building in Burma. These 
prominent books are crucially important for understanding the magnitude of the division and 
political crisis experienced throughout the decades in Myanmar. Callahan elaborated on how 
various political conflicts in the country paved the way for the military to gain a foothold in the 
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politics of the country.  She described their advantage from the early independence days as 
“...the military was trained better, and it became the only stable institution in Myanmar (p. 88). 
Despite the important contribution of these books on Myanmar politics which focus chiefly on 
the military, some other factors also need to be analyzed to explore why Myanmar has its civil 
war. 
 Sakhong Lian Mung asserts that the policy of “one religion, one language, one ethnicity” 
is Burmanization. Two examples are the military regime proclaimed the Bamar language as the 
only official language and Buddhism became the state religion to control the ethnically diverse 
union to maintain the unitary state (p. 3). From the historical point of view, the main reasons why 
the country has been struggling with civil war are as follows: the government’s failure in 
employing political ideologies, the unequal redistribution of natural resource, discrimination 
against religious minorities and the unjust criteria of citizenship. 
 To explore the historical background of political ideologies that fueled civil war in 
Myanmar, I read the writings of Min Ye Paing Hein (2017), Holliday (2010), Smith (2007), 
Steinberg (2001) and several other documents. Min Ye Paing Hein talked about how the 
communist ideology took hold in Myanmar and the role of Communist Party of Burma in the 
formation of the Burmese colonial government under Japanese and British imperial rule both 
during and after World War II (Min Ye Paing Hein, 2017, p. 190). Smith and Steinberg also 
explained the existential threat experienced in the country in its early independence days due to 
communist insurgency and ethnic rebellions (Smith, 2007, p. 36; Steinberg, 2001, p. 189). As 
another failure in employing socialism, despite its rich natural resources and fertile soil, the 
country struggled to provide enough food for its citizens, and by 1988, Burma’s foreign debt had 
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increased to USD 4.9 billion, or about three-fourths of its gross national product (Steinberg, 1997, 
p. 13).  
 Another factor that worsens the political crisis is the natural resource curse problem. 
Allan & Einzenberger (2013), Chan Mya Htwe, (2017 March 27), Pick & Htwe Htwe Thein 
(2010), Humphreys (2007) presented how the country mishandles its natural resources which 
leads to ethnic grievances and ethnic conflicts. Despite having ample natural resources, including 
natural gas, petroleum, timber, and many other valuable minerals, Myanmar has never been 
wealthy, and the outcomes have been poor economic growth, widespread poverty, military 
dictatorship, and prolonged civil war. An obvious example is war in the Kachin state. The 
authors agree that the ongoing Kachin conflict takes place because of competition for local 
resources (Allan & Einzenberger, 2013, p. 45).  
 Beside the curses of political ideologies, religion has been a useful tool to create conflict 
and social disaster in Myanmar. The Crisis Group (20017) has well-documented the historical 
data of religious conflicts in Myanmar since the colonial period. In addition to that Walton’s 
papers “Contesting Buddhist Narratives: Democratization, Nationalism, and Communal 
Violence in Myanmar” and “Monks in Politics, Monks in the World: Buddhist Activism in 
Contemporary Myanmar” and Graver’s book Nationalism as Political Paranoia in Burma 
(1999) have provided me with in-depth historical background on the reasons and methods the 
monks in Myanmar have been actively involved in politics. Myanmar’s former prime minister, U 
Nu’s attempt to enact the State Religion Promotion Act of 1961 was to please the Bamar 
Buddhists; it is one of the events that has ultimately generated the seven-decade-old civil war 
that persists today (Greenwaymay, 1970 May 3).  
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 To explore a historical analysis of the citizenship crisis in Myanmar, the articles and 
interviews by Thawnhmung and Yadana (2017), Nemoto (2014, January 24), Cheesman (2017) 
are studied to grasp how the citizenship issue was politicized by the military regime. Ko Ye’s 
article is integrated into a discussion of how the military has evolved its view on federalism. The 
author clarified the position of the military who formerly labeled federalism as a political poison 
but now were proclaiming that the 2008 State Constitution had federal characteristics (2018, 
pp.78-79). To enrich the discussion and compare the civil–military relation, Samuel Huntington, 
in The Soldier and the State, proposed “the objective civilian control” ideology. In relation to 
this theory, Kukreja (1989) and Maung Aung Myoe (2017) find differences in its practicality in 
India and Myanmar, while Maung Aung Myoe commented on the difficulty of such a kind of 
theory. He said, “Application of this classic approach is also problematic in the current security 
environment of Myanmar, since armed conflicts are abounding” (p. 270).  
4.4 Classical Literature on Federalism 
 The following sources were also consulted in tracing the roots and theories of federalism. 
The classic books, such as Wheare (1967), Riker (1964), Burns et al. (1960), Tarlton (1965), 
Duchacek (1970), Elazar (1979) and the Federalist Papers are researched. Among those 
theoretical discussion, in terms of the characteristics of federalism, the academic works of 
Ronald Watts (1996) and Duchacek (1970) are chiefly consulted. Watt’s characteristics of 
federalism offered practical criteria for measuring a constitution’s federal structures. However, 
the ten yardsticks developed by Ivo D. Duchacek is more effective to critically analyse the 
quality and level of any existing federal constitutions. Therefore, the ten yardsticks were largely 
applied in evaluating the constitutions of the USA, India and Myanmar. 
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  In the legal study of comparing constitutions, the following sources were consulted for a 
better understanding of the Indian and American constitutions and their relations to federalism. 
Some of the most relevant works on the federal history background of these countries are Ronald 
Watts (2008), Elazar (1991), Daniel Aharon (2000), Bryman (2012) and Jain (1968). The 
extensive explanations of these books provided me with the background history and structure of 
the federalism of the USA and India. With regards to the federal constitution of these countries, 
the most relevant works for my dissertation are the works of Rajagopal (2016), Harsha (2016 
April 9); Rama Lingam (2017 November 13); Dhoot (2018); Suresh (2017); Sridhar (nd); Singh 
(2013); and Hannum (1996). Harsha Jeswani and Rama Lingam are authors who presented the 
similarities and differences of democracy practiced in the USA and India. The authors made a 
critical analysis of the differences that existed between the two nations in different perspectives. 
Dhoot, Suresh and Sridhar were important sources in analyzing their constitutions, and also 
applied the yardsticks of Duchacek. In addition to their discussion, I developed my own analysis 
of the Myanmar Constitution by using the same yardstick.   
 Concerning the political issues of Myanmar, magazines, journals, the daily newspapers, 
books, and online political news and articles are used in this research. As the first category of 
resources, I trusted reliable Myanmar websites for tracking new political developments that took 
place, especially after the 2010 democratic change. Credible Myanmar and international websites, 
such as the Irrawaddy, the Mizzima, Voice of America (VOA), the Eleven Media, The Voice, 
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5. The Organization of the Dissertation  
 The logic surrounding the dissertation’s argument is developed in the following manner. 
Initially, the thesis introduces the contemporary political issues of Myanmar in terms of 
federalism to ensure that analysis of this dissertation does not omit the actual political process 
performed by the government. The next chapter provides a review of the history of post-
independence Myanmar and uncovers the reasons behind the country becoming the victim of 
civil war for the purpose of illustrating a bigger dimension of the reasons why the country has 
been suffering civil war. In the following part, chapter three, I present how the armed groups 
strive for federalism and democracy in Myanmar, particularly in the case study of the All Burma 
Students’ Democratic Front (ABSDF).  
 There are more than 20 armed groups in Myanmar, perhaps the largest number of armed 
groups in a single country, and almost all of them are ethnic armed groups that have a political 
demand and background. However, the ABSDF is a unique armed group, as it does not represent 
any particular ethnic group though it has its own political agenda. This chapter also provides the 
presentation on the current political changes and situation in Myanmar by analyzing the opnions 
and interviews made in Myanmar during the research trip. Chapter four emphasizes the 
theoretical perspectives of federalism, models of federal power-sharing. The presentation of 
theories in this chapter will be the main guideline of the analysis in the dissertation. In chapter 
five, the similarities and differences between the federal models of the United States of America 
and India are presented, while also providing a critique of the federal analysis tools presented in 
chapter five. In chapter six, the author analyzes and presents recommendations for Myanmar’s 
constitutional amendment based on the ten federal yardsticks of Ivo D. Duchacek in Chapter five 
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in an effort to emphasize specific points to consider in amending or writing a federal constitution. 
The conclusion presents recommendations to answer the dissertation’s questions. 
6. Significance of the Study 
 This dissertation makes theoretical contributions as well as the empirical ones. As for its 
theoretical contributions, firstly this dissertation is to provide the political realities inside the 
country which in turn helps to accurately define the proper political typology of Myanmar. When 
the assesment of a country’s political model is inaccurate, any academic works based on such 
faulty descriptions became useless. The comparative review of literature addressing 
democratization and federalism in Myanmar, no political model or single typology to date has 
accurately reflected the political changes that have occurred in the country. Sorpong Peou (2014) 
has described Myanmar not only as an undemocratic state under military rule (p. 20) but also as a 
competitive authoritarian state (p. 26), whereas Kai Ostwald’s (2017, p. 3) typology suggests that 
Myanmar is a competitive democracy. Meanwhile, Michael G. Breen (2017, p.3) has categorized 
Myanmar as a third-generation Asian federal system, whereas Dulyapak Preecharush (2015, p. 5) 
has described Myanmar’s constitution as a quasi-federal one based on the characteristics of 
federalism developed by Ronald Watts (1996). By adopting the triangulation research method, 
the genuine Myanmar’s contemporary politics is critically analysed in this dissertation.  
 The second and significant theoretical contribution made by this dissertation is providing 
strategies, approaches and guidelines for countries that are still struggling under undemocratic 
regimes and hoping to transition to democracy. Particularly, the dissertation will be beneficial for 
countries such as Thai, Cambodia and Laos where attempts are made to reduce military’s overly 
influences in the national politics. At the same time, members of the third generation of federal 
nations in Asia, particularly Pakistan and Nepal, as described by Breen (2018), may benefit from 
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the dissertation’s results, for they are experiencing transitions to federal democracy similar to 
that in Myanmar. After all, since many countries in Southeast Asia exhibit the same political 
trends and problems that Myanmar faces, they can gain much insights through this dissertation. 
 As for its core empirical contributions, the dissertation attempts to fill other lacunae in 
literature on Myanmar and a blueprint that many politicians are being criticized for lacking a 
federal model that suits the country. A tailored federal model, the output of this dissertation 
recommends seven areas of institutional reforms, namely the local government reform, electoral 
reform, official language reform, reformation of distribution of power, justice reform, 
bureaucracy reform and constitutional reforms. These reforms are intended to bring equality, 
equity, inclusiveness, rule of law. These institutional and legal reforms are assumed to be the 
best ones to accommodate in the ethnically divided country that would enhance solution to ethnic 
conflicts and end civil war.   
 Bearing aims like these, in the coming chapter, I will firstly introduce the contemporary 
political situation in Myanmar in relation to federalism in order to determine what Myanmar’s 
government has done to establish a federal democracy and what challenges the country has 
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Chapter 1 
Federalism in Contemporary Myanmar 
1.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, I present the contemporary political situation in Myanmar with a 
particular focus on federalism. In so doing, I not only identify and discuss actions taken by 
several political organization and institutions in the country for the sake of federalism but also 
investigate how individual politicians and other stakeholders perceive federalism in the country. 
To those purposes, I analyze the involvement of major institutions, including the National 
League for Democracy (NLD), the NLD-led government, and Myanmar’s military, in the 
peacebuilding process, as well as the perspectives on federalism of influential leaders such as 
State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi and Senior General Min Aung Hlaing.  
This chapter is also expected to provide two contributions to the research aims. Firstly, 
analyzing the contemporary political situation helps me to truly define the status of political 
model of Myanmar political system. Secondly, this chapter helps to be an invaluable asset in 
identifying the problem in Myanmar which in turn helps in formulating a federal model as a 
solution to Myanmar politics.  
Among the core political actors: as individuals, organizations and institutions, they can be 
organized into three main categories in relations to their stances on federalism in Myanmar. In 
general, the first group can be labeled as ethnic related group. Members of this group are ethnic 
armed groups and ethnic politicians, ethnic political parties. The second group is named the 
democratic groups, specifically the NLD party, NLD led government and the key leader of this 
group, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi. The last group is categorized as the military group. The military 
institution itself is the core actor of this group supported by the USDP party and USDP 
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government (2011-2015). The third group, despite behaving in different forms with actors, have 
generally one principle and policy. These classifications of the groups are based on the political 
goals set up, the political actions taken and statements made by each individual and organization.  
Table 2. Classification of Political Groups in Myanmar in relation to Federalism    
 Members Political Goal in relation 
to Federalism 
Approaches to Federal 
Democracy Building  
1. Ethnic Group Ethnic Armed 
Groups (EAO) and 
Ethic political parties 
- To establish a federal 
democracy country based 
on the 1947 Panglong8 
Agreement9 
-  A genuine federalism 
which offers self-
autonomy and equality 
- Political dialogue for a 





Daw Aung San Suu 
Kyi, NLD party and 
NLD led government 
(2016 – present) 
- To establish a democratic 
federal country based on 
the Panglong Spirit10 
-  A centralized federalism 
through decentralized 
power-sharing  
- Political dialogue (i.e. 
21st Century Panglong 
Conference) 
- Constitution amendment 
through legislation 
process at the parliament 
 
3. Military Group Military, military 
supported USDP 
party and USDP led 
government (2011-
2015) 
-  To establish a disciplined 
democratic11 system based 




- To protect and safeguard 
the Constitution 
- Amend the constitution 
only by following 
Chapter XII, Articles 
433-436 of 2008 
Constitution 
The details of these actors’ standpoints, views and actions taken in relation to federalism will be 
discussed in this chapter. The areas where Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAO) or Non-state 
Armed Groups (NSAG) are active can be seen in the following page. At the very beginning of 
                                                          
8 Panglong, also known as Pinlon is a town in Loilem Townships of Loilem District, southern Shan State, Myanmar. 
9 Among the essential provisions of the Panglong Agreement, the leaders of the Chin, Shan, and Kachin peoples 
agreed to unite with the Bamar people as a nation. In the Union of Burma that resulted, ethnic minorities retained 
their rights in areas recognized as autonomous states, and after 10 years of being in the union, the Shan and Karenni 
States were permitted to secede on January 4, 1958 (Silverstein, 1958, p. 59). For the actual document see: 
http://www.ibiblio.org/obl/docs/panglong_agreement.htm (visited November 4, 2018) 
10 Aung San Suu Kyi defined “Panglong Spirit” as unity. https://www.bnionline.net/en/opinion/op-ed/item/2091-
brewing-debate-implications-of-aung-san-suu-kyi-s-clarification-on-panglong-agreement-and-spirit.html (visited 
November 3 2018) 
11 “disciplined democracy” which the military government proposed is a system where the rule will be decided by 
central government. https://www.dw.com/en/myanmars-democracy-movement-30-years-on-military-still-calls-the-
shots/a-44985212 (visited September 18, 2018)  
12 Three union objectives: (1) Non-disintegration of the Union, (2) Non-disintegration of National solidarity, (3) 
Perpetuation of sovereignty 
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the discussion, I present what the new elected NLD government has done since holding 
government power in 2016 in order to achieve federalism in Myanmar. 
Figure 1. Active Area of Ethnic Armed Organizations (EAO)   
    
Source: The Asia Foundation (2017, p. 14)   
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1.2 National League for Democracy (NLD) and Federalism 
The results of Myanmar’s second general elections in 2015 reflected the high 
expectations held by ethnic minorities for the NLD-led government to change Myanmar and 
work to achieve lasting peace in the country. Catering to those expectations, the NLD’s election 
manifesto13 seemed to support the kind of federalism also supported by armed ethnic groups in 
the country (The Economist, 2015 November 21). However, despite the belief among many 
ethnic voters that the NLD was the sole party that would dare to challenge the rule of Myanmar’s 
military, the NLD-led government has failed to fulfill those expectations while ruling the country 
since the 2016. 
The first major criticism leveled against the NLD-led government’s policy in connection 
with federalism concerned the appointment of chief ministers in the seven state governments. 
According to rules about power sharing between the central and state governments in Myanmar’s 
Constitution, the seven states and regions cannot directly elect their chief ministers; on the 
contrary, only the president has the authority to appoint chief ministers at the state level, all of 
whom have to be members of the hluttaw (‘legislature’) in their respective states or military 
personnel. Consequently, though the formation of government at the state and regional levels is 
an important aspect of the development of democracy in Myanmar, centralized executive 
authority in the appointment process limits the political autonomy of those governments. 
Moreover, it means that the chief minister of each state is accountable to the president, not to his 
or her state’s constituencies. 
Citing that authority afforded by Myanmar’s Constitution, the president of the 
government led by the Union Solidarity and Development Party, in power from 2010 to 2015, 
                                                          
 
13 http://www.burmalibrary.org/docs21/NLD_2015_Election_Manifesto-en.pdf (visited November 7, 2018) 
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appointed members of the party as chief ministers in all state and regional governments, even if 
the party lacked a majority of votes. Upon the NLD’s rise to power in early 2016, many 
observers expected that the NLD-led government would act differently from the previous 
government by appointing local elected politicians as chief ministers at the state and regional 
levels, at least where their parties had won the majority of seats in the state or regional hluttaw. 
Among the seven states in Myanmar, Shan State witnessed the Shan National League for 
Democracy win the majority of seats in 2015 elections (Union Election Commission, 2015), 
while Rakhine State witnessed the ethnic Rakhine Arakan National Party win the majority seats 
in its hluttaw. However, following the lead of the former government, the NLD failed to meet the 
mentioned expectations when it neglected to consult with those ethnic parties in forming their 
states’ governments. Although the party in power reserves the legal right to do so under the 
Constitution, the NLD had previously proposed amending the clause granting such power in 
order to give the hluttaw in each state and region the authority to choose its chief ministers. 
Ultimately, the NLD’s failure to execute its proposal alienated politicians of opposition parties as 
well as citizens of those ethnicities, all of whom have since resented the NLD’s insistence on 
said power (Sithu Aung Myint, 2017 December 4). 
Another shocking move of the NLD-led government was naming a newly built bridge in 
Mon State that opened in 2017. Initially, the bridge was supposed to bear the name of a hero of 
Mon folklore—for example, Thamein Bayan14—chosen by the ethnic Mon people (Sai Wan Sai, 
2017, p. 1). However, the NLD-led Lower House overruled that decision and instead named the 
bridge “Bogyoke Aung San Bridge” after not a local but a national hero. In turn, politicians 
representing Myanmar’s various ethnic groups remain doubtful about the sincerity of the NLD’s 
federal policy. After all, if the party acts to co-opt even the naming of a bridge, then how will it 
                                                          
14 A hero of Mon ethnic, who was the general of Hanthawaddy kingdom during the 1414s 
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act when grappling with political issues requiring sophisticated bargaining (Lun Min Mang, 2017 
April 28) 
In the same vein, the Upper House proposed a law giving the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw the 
authority to overrule laws passed by any state or regional hluttaw in 2017. With the objective of 
ensuring that those lawmaking bodies do not contradict the policies of higher-level institutions, 
the law sparked heated debate over the genuineness of the NLD-led government’s support for 
federalism. In particular, lawmakers from opposition parties accused the NLD’s centralized 
policy of shifting away from federalism by trying to restrict the rights and freedoms of the 
hluttaw in each state and region (Sithu Aung Myint, 2017, December 4).  
Taken together, those three selected instances among some of the NLD-led government’s 
highly centralized policy have raised the major question of whether the NLD’s support of 
federalism is genuine. To form a broad answer to that question, it remains necessary to analyze 
the standpoint of the party leaders on federalism.  
1.3 Aung San Suu Kyi and Federalism 
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, the president of NLD, has been outspoken about federalism 
throughout her political career. In the following, her new federalism idea and other federal 
approaches which are in contradiction with the ethnic groups will be discussed. In her Burmese 
New Year’s message—her first major comment as state counsellor—on April 18, 2016, Aung 
San Suu Kyi stated, “Peace and a federal democratic union are closely intertwined and that’s 
why we need to change the Constitution. The most important thing is national reconciliation” 
(Mizzima, 2016 April 18). With those words, Aung San Suu Kyi declared national reconciliation 
and peacebuilding to be Myanmar’s top priorities, and in support, she revived the Panglong 
Conference, a 1947 meeting led by her father, the late General Aung San. Although unqualified 
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by Myanmar’s Constitution to be president, Aung San Suu Kyi was appointed by the NLD-led 
government as state counsellor, a powerful post within the ruling executive body in which she 
exercises her leading role in the national government.  
In the year 2010 (November), immediately after her release from house arrest, Aung San 
Suu Kyi asked Burmese as well as foreign activists and experts to submit papers on the topic of 
federalism (Ba Kaung, 2011 May 12), the results of which revealed her slightly different 
understanding of federalism from ethnic groups in Myanmar. Earlier, during an interview in 
1995, she even stated, “One can call it ‘federal’ or whatever, but what matters most is that all 
ethnic groups should strive for the unity of the nation” (Aung Saw Oo, 1998, p. 486). Such an 
interpretation suggests that Aung San Suu Kyi perceives federalism to mean unity and harmony 
among ethnic groups, which differs starkly from federalism’s principal concepts equality and 
self-determination.  
1.3.1 The Panglong Agreement versus the Spirit of Panglong 
In mid-2016, Aung San Suu Kyi promoted the concept of a so-called “spirit of Panglong” 
to replace the ideas of the Panglong Agreement ratified in 1947 (Shan News, 2016 July 4). As 
shown throughout Myanmar’s history, the basic concepts of the Panglong Agreement and the 
spirit of Panglong, despite sharing deep-rooted meanings, have significant differences.  
Formerly a small town in Shan State, Panglong is where Bamar and other ethnic leaders 
drafted and signed the Panglong Agreement on February 12, 1947. As part of Burma’s procuring 
independence from the British Empire, the agreement intended to grant equal rights to the 
various taingyintha (‘national races’) throughout the country. As a result of the historic 
agreement, signed by Aung San and leaders from the Shan, Kachin, and Chin ethnicities, a new 
nation recognized as Burma, now Myanmar, was born in 1948. As such, the Panglong 
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Agreement ranks among the most important milestones in the state-building process of modern 
Myanmar, despite being since marginalized by ethnic Bamar political leaders. 
Among the essential provisions of the Panglong Agreement, the leaders of the Chin, Shan, 
and Kachin peoples agreed to unite with the Bamar people as a nation. In the Union of Burma 
that resulted, ethnic minorities retained their rights in areas recognized as autonomous states, and 
after 10 years of being in the union, the Shan and Karenni States were permitted to secede on 
January 4, 1958 (Silverstein, 1958, pp. 43–57). With the untimely demise of Aung San, however, 
the Panglong Agreement was amended by Bamar leaders without any consultation with other 
ethnic leaders. Nevertheless, it has remained the most fundamental, far-reaching treaty to shape 
Myanmar as it is known today.  
In light of that historical background, Aung San Suu Kyi has pointed out that given the 
unity of various nationalities (i.e., Burma Proper, the Federated Shan States, the Kachin State, 
and the Chin Hills), independence was achieved, and the national sovereignty was regained. 
Thus, the spirit born in Panglong is far more essential than the Panglong Agreement. She has 
additionally argued that since the Karenni, Mon, Arakan, and other ethnicities are not 
represented in the treaty, the Panglong Agreement is narrow in scope and needs to be widened, 
thereby implying that the treaty should be replaced with a new, comprehensive one (Sai Wan Sai, 
2016 August 8). 
According to the transcript, published in the Shan language on August 4, 2016, of the 
meeting of the United Nationalities Federal Council and Aung San Suu Kyi held on July 17, 
2016, in Yangon, the latter elaborated on the Panglong Conference as follows: 
[The question of] whether the Panglong Conference is to be based on the Panglong 
Agreement or the spirit of Panglong is too general. . .. The main point [of the Conference] 
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concerns only the Kachin. Regarding national ethnic groups, Paragraphs 5, 6, and 9 
mention only the Kachin, whereas only Paragraph 8 mentions the Shan. In doing so, 
however, it is very general. For example, it states that arrangements accepted in the 
agreement are without prejudice to the financial autonomy now vested in the Federated 
Shan States. The phrase “without prejudice” could be interpreted in many ways. So, even 
if we were to follow the Panglong Agreement, we would be in a condition such that we 
could make a lot of adjustments. That wouldn’t be a problem for us if we would like to 
achieve agreement. My mentioning of “the spirit of Panglong” is meant to emphasize 
unity. But I said that we have to adopt that spirit, for [in the agreement] only the Shan, 
Kachin, Chin, and Bamar are included. The Mon, Kayah [i.e., Karenni], and several 
others are not included. That’s why I’ve mentioned basing the solution on Panglong spirit. 
It’s impossible to base it on the Panglong Agreement, which involves only the Kachin, 
Chin, Bamar, and Shan. In addition, it is not meant to limit the rights of national ethnic 
groups by not saying “accordingly to the Panglong Agreement” but in its expression is 
too narrow. To construct a genuine federal union, we need a wider scope. (Burma News 
International, 2016 August 8) 
To reiterate, Aung San Suu Kyi has considered the spirit of Panglong to be more important than 
Panglong Agreement for two reasons. First, the spirit of Panglong is meant to emphasize unity, 
and second, the Panglong Agreement does not represent all ethnicities in Myanmar. However, 
the idea that the spirit of Panglong is superior to the Panglong Agreement has been heavily 
criticized by politicians and ethnic leaders. Although undeniable that unity among national ethnic 
groups was critical to achieving independence from the British Empire, achieving such unity has 
required many steps of negotiation and of fostering trust. As such, a high degree of doubt 
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permeated the negotiations in Panglong, and eventually, concerns that the Bamar would one day 
take power from the British motivated the inclusion of the secession clause in the agreement. In 
response, the 1947 Constitution of the Union of Burma is evidence of how far Bamar 
representative Aung San went to woo national ethnic groups and alleviate their worries. 
Consequently, the unity achieved in Panglong in 1947 is not entirely free of doubt, as Aung San 
Suu Kyi likes to portray it, but real politics at play that have involved calculated risks on the part 
of national ethnic groups—risks that ultimately should not have been taken (Sai Wan Sai, 2018 
May 28). 
At the same time, it is not entirely true that the Panglong Agreement did not represent all 
ethnic groups in Myanmar. Aung San attended the Panglong Conference as a representative of 
the interim government of Burma Proper, or Ministerial Burma, which extended to all territories 
inhabited by the Mon, Karen, Arakan, and all other ethnic groups, save the Karenni State, which 
was then recognized as an independent political entity by the British. Therefore, in an official 
and legal sense, the presence of Aung San meant that all ethnic groups inhabiting Burma Proper 
were recognized and thus formally represented at the Panglong Conference and in the agreement 
signed as a result (Sai Wan Sai, 2018 May 28). As former vice-president of the Karen National 
Union (KNU), Naw Zipporah Sein, stated, “Panglong is directly concerned with large ethnic 
groups like the Shan, Kachin, and Chin. For other ethnic groups, the Panglong spirit of the rights 
to self-determination, democracy, and equality in building a federal union is included. . .. The 
points from the Panglong Agreement align with the formation of a federal union, and therefore, 
the Karen National Union (KNU) is in agreement with it” (Burma News International, 2016 
August 8). 
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By some contrast, renowned lawyer Aung Htoo stated, “First, there should be only one 
agreement in structuring the union. For example, the United Nations Charter of 1945, 
Switzerland’s Federal Charter of 1291, and the Malaysia Agreement of 1963 have all been the 
sole agreements of the UN, Switzerland, and Malaysia to date.” He also stressed that, “In 
building a society, there should be only one comprehensive treaty or agreement, for it would be 
illogical to draw up another one. If we were to draw up a new agreement at the second Panglong 
Conference—meaning the 21st-Century Panglong Agreement—questions will arise whether we 
are going to disregard the first one—the 1947 Panglong Agreement” (Burma News International, 
2016 August 8).  
Seen in that light, any argument that the Panglong Agreement of 1947 should be negated 
and replaced with a new one is not sound. Regardless of differing opinions, the first agreement, 
which paved the way for Burma’s 1947 constitution and, in turn, created the political entity of 
the Union of Burma in 1948, should be regarded as a basic, non-negotiable treaty among national 
ethnic groups and the Bamar. Consequently, any new agreement made based on the Panglong 
Agreement that would widen the scope of nation-building efforts to cater to the wishes of all 
people in Myanmar without evading its original goal should be encouraged, whether it uses the 
term “Panglong” or not (Sai Wan Sai, 2018 May 28). In that sense, it would be impossible to 
achieve national reconciliation by simply undermining the treaty (Burma News International, 
2016 August 8).  
1.3.2 Federal Democracy versus Democratic Federation 
Despite the lack of significant differences between the term federal democracy and 
democratic federation, for decades ethnic leaders have supported the use of federal democracy in 
discussing Myanmar’s political aim. Likewise, in the 2015 elections, the campaign manifesto of 
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the NLD indicated the desire to construct a pyidaungsu (‘federal democracy’). Soon after the 
NLD-led government was formed, however, President Htin Kyaw vowed in the Pyidaungsu 
Hluttaw and in his inaugural speech that he would alter the wording of his campaign promise to a 
pyidaungsu (‘democratic federation’), in which the derivative of democracy appears before that 
of federal (President’s Office, 2016 March 30). Echoing the president, Aung San Suu Kyi, as 
state counsellor, stated that the use of democratic federation and federal democracy would be 
mixed thereafter. Nevertheless, the NLD has mostly used democratic federation in its 
announcements and publications, and during the 21st-Century Panglong Conference, the 
government officially adopted the term democratic federalism in its statements.  
Following the same logic, as observed by Maung Eizana (Moe Ma Ka 2018 May 22), in 
prioritizing democratization, the NLD-led government has first sought to establish democracy 
and strive for federalism only later on. In that process, the NLD has also sought to minimize the 
military’s involvement in politics as well as its participation in the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. 
Although political scholars such as Min Zin (ISP 2018 September 4) have stated that federal 
democracy and democratic federation do not significantly differ, since both prioritize the essence 
of federalism above all else, numerous Bamar politicians have contended that federalism could 
encourage the disunity and even secession of political entities within the country. In reality, 
however, the rights of ethnic groups have long been ignored, and political equality and autonomy 
should accompany democratization. The government does not need to categorize 
democratization as a separate entity. Making matters worse, the push made by the NLD for 
democratization has failed since the military presented no plan for leaving politics. Min Than 
(2018), a military member of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw from 2016 to 2017, said, “For the near 
future, at least the next decade, Myanmar’s political life will continue to see the Tatmadaw 
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[‘military’] in the [Pyidaungsu] Hluttaw” (p. 7). Instead, aggressive offensives by the military 
against armed ethnic groups have increased, though such groups are not held accountable for 
their actions. 
Taking all of the above into consideration, Aung San Suu Kyi has espoused a different 
concept of and approach to federalism in relation to establishing a federal democracy in 
Myanmar. On the other hand, given the semi-democratic character of the regime, Aung San Suu 
Kyi should not wholly shoulder all of the criticism, for she works under serious constraints; she 
has no control over the military, and all critical ministers, including those of the Ministries of 
Home Affairs, Defence, and Border Affairs, are directly appointed by the military. 
1.4 Myanmar’s Military and Federalism 
Conceptualizations of the meaning of federalism vary in Myanmar. At base, the word 
pyidaung means ‘nation’ or ‘country,’ while su means ‘together’ or ‘in union,’ meaning that 
pyidaungsu denotes ‘independent states uniting in a state of shared rule’ (Sakhong, 2012, p. 3). 
By extension, pyidaungsu can be translated into English as either ‘union’ or ‘federation.’ In 
either case, defining federalism has been controversial throughout the nation’s history. As early 
as July 1949, Saw Weiri Kyaw15,  proposed at the Constituent Assembly that when translating 
the country’s official name into English, it should be written as the “Federal Union of Burma” 
instead of the “Union of Burma” to prevent confusion regarding the country’s system of 
governance system, which by any name is federalism (Constituent Union paper 1, number 5, 
1947, p. 126) However, Aung San responded, “As we used the Bamar language in writing the 
Constitution, ‘Pyi-Daung-Su Naingan-Daw’ is an appropriate word in that case. For that reason, 
we do not need to substitute the words. “Pyi-Daung-Su Naingan-Daw,” which means the “Union 
of Burma” in English, already conveys the meaning ‘federalism’” (Constituent Union paper 1, 
                                                          
15 The representative of Phapon constituency, Karen State 
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number 5, 1947, p. 142). Following that logic, the name “Union of Burma” was adopted in the 
country’s 1947 Constitution (Ko Ye, 2018, p. 69).  
Despite Aung San’s explanation that pyidaungsu conveys the meaning and concept of 
federalism, using the word federalism has been regarded as politically taboo in the decades that 
have followed. Assuming that national ethnic minorities’ desire to amend the Constitution to be 
based on a federal system was a plot to shift away from the Union of Burma, General Ne Win 
overthrew the civilian government, dissolved the Union Parliament, and ended the federal 
seminar in 1962. Shortly after, he arrested Prime Minister Nu and all ethnic leaders who attended 
the meeting and told the Chin minister, Za Hre Lian, who was taken to the army’s headquarters, 
“‘Federalism is impossible; it will destroy the Union’” (Keenan, 2016, p. 6). Given Ne Win’s 
conviction that federalism needed to be rejected because it risked fracturing the union, 
Myanmar’s military has since sought to hinder the spread of federalism as much as possible. 
During a press conference following the coup d’état in 1962, Brigadier General Aung Gyi, 
the second-most powerful figure in the State Revolutionary Council, also claimed that federalism 
was nothing but a monarchial system under the guise of other names and a form of nationalism 
overly influenced by a state-oriented mind-set (Hantharwaddy, 1962 March 10). Since then, the 
military has ended all aspirations geared toward federalism. Conversely, ethnic leaders and some 
democratic leaders have affirmed that federalism does not promote secession from the union, 
although they could not reach any consensus regarding the kind of federalism that would be most 
suitable for the country. 
Somewhat ironically, when Thein Sein, a former general, became president in 2011, 
federalism was revived in Myanmar following a long period of political rule by military regimes. 
As the country started to transition into a quasi-democracy system, President Thein Sein invited 
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leaders of armed ethnic groups to hold political talks, which resulted in some visible changes, 
particularly improved protections for freedom of speech. Amid the transition, the use of 
federalism in political discussions became increasingly common, and even Speaker Thura Shwe 
Man, once the third highest-ranking man in the military under Senior General Than Shwe, 
mentioned the need for federalism in the country (Min Zin, 2018 September 13). Likewise, 
President Thein Sein underscored the viability of establishing federalism in Myanmar, and 
Minister Aung Min, another former general and peace negotiator under Thein Sein, declared that 
the military does not necessarily worry about federalism in the contemporary era (Steinberg, 
2015 February 26). Such changes of opinion about federalism by those former military leaders 
reflects how much the military has re-examined federalism, which it once perceived as a system 
that would divide and destroy the Union of Myanmar (Aung Naing Oo, 2014 21 August).  
Nevertheless, Myanmar’s military is not wholly convinced about the harmlessness, or 
even benefits, of federalism for the country. In his interview with Voice of America in 2014, 
Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, the new military chief, stated that the problem with federalism 
is accurately defining it, for what matters most in Myanmar is maintaining unity among diverse 
ethnic groups so that they may live together peacefully in the country (Than Lwin Htun, 2014, pp. 
48–49). As ranking members of the military began to use the word federalism in public, during 
an interview with Eleven Media in July 2, 2015, Min Aung Hlaing stated preferring the term 
pyidaungsu instead of federalism. Last, the senior general (Min Aung Hlaing, 2016 May 6) 
added that, “regarding federalism, as we have said many times, we need to guarantee the equal 
rights of ethnic groups as established in the constitution.” In any case, Myanmar is currently 
heading toward becoming a united nation based on the principles of federalism and democracy, 
as evidenced by the signing of the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). 
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The three statements made by Senior General Min Aung Hlaing reveal how the views of 
the military on federalism have evolved. Although the military initially resisted federalism, in the 
long run it has declared that the 2008 Constitution indeed bears some characteristics of 
federalism. Likewise, though the military initially prioritized using the word pyidaungsu, it has 
come to realize the need to use federalism. Consequently, at the 21st-Century Panglong 
Conference, held in August 2016, representatives of the military momentously employed the 
term federalism in nearly all of their paper presentations. Referring to Comparing Federal 
Systems (Watts, 1999), the military highlighted six characteristics of federalism mentioned in the 
book as criteria of federalism and indicated that the 2008 constitution indeed supports a federal 
kind of system (Ko Ye, 2018, pp. 78–79). In terms of structure, the 2008 Constitution can be 
regarded as a federal constitution, although it lacks the principles of federalism in its essence. As 
such, observers have regarded the 2008 Constitution as a quasi-federal constitution (Preecharush, 
2015, p. 5) that adopts a new administrative formula in which a centralized command structure 
can coexist with local and regional decentralization reform and is based on the sharing of power 
between the central and state governments. 
However, the national military and armed ethnic organizations may have overcome the 
stated obstacles by making an agreement, “to establish a union based on the principles of 
democracy and federalism”.16 This agreement is signed by eight armed ethnic groups and the 
government in 2015, in Chapter 1(1)(a) of the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). 
 
                                                          
16 a. Establish a union based on the principles of democracy and federalism in accordance with the outcomes of 
political dialogue and in the spirit of Panglong, that fully guarantees democratic rights, national equality, and the 
right to self-determination on the basis of liberty, equality and justice while upholding the principles of the non-
disintegration of the union, the non-disintegration of national solidarity and the perpetuation of national sovereignty. 
Chapter 1(1)(a) of the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA). For the actual document, see: 
http://www.nrpc.gov.mm/en/node/229 (visited November 4, 2018). 
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1.5 The 21st-Century Panglong Peace Conference 
On October 24, 2010, in searching for a solution to end the civil war in Myanmar, the 
Zomi National Congress 17  demanded a political dialogue—namely, a “Second Panglong 
Conference” (The Irrawaddy, 2010 October 26; Reuters, 2016 August 31). As the call for such a 
political dialogue became the goal of many politicians around the country, many well-known 
ones involved with a signature campaign finally obtained enough signatures to request a second 
Panglong Conference18, submitted to Aung San Suu Kyi, who would lead the dialogue in 2010. 
Following this request, Aung San Suu Kyi’s leadership, the NLD proposed a plan to hold the 
21st-Century Panglong Peace Conference, even though it could not immediately determine its 
details amid extreme political strife at the time. During those times, Aung San Suu Kyi did not 
hold any formal position in the government and even her party did not register to boycott the 
2010 election. 
In the meantime, after several meetings and discussions, President Thein Sein invited all 
ethnic armed groups in Myanmar to commence the peacebuilding process on October 15, 2015. 
Although the government initially invited 15 armed ethnic groups to participate, seven declined, 
while two others joined the ceasefire groups and signed the Nantionwide Ceasefire Agreement 
(NCA) with the government on February 13, 2018. 19 
Following the signing of the NCA, which stipulated the holding of political dialogues 
with all stakeholders every three months, the Thein Sein administration held the first-ever Union 
                                                          
17 An ethnic political party in Myanmar that won seats in the 1990 election and re-registered as the Zomi Congress 
for Democracy in 2014–2015. 
18 Aung San Suu Kyi later changed the name of the conference from the “Second Panglong Conference” to the 
“21st-Century Panglong Conference,” for the reason that the former might encourage a third or even a fourth 
iteration that would compromise the import of the original Panglong Conference. 
 
19 It is estimated that the total number of soldiers in armed ethnic groups who signed the NCA was 18,300; 
conversely, the total number of soldiers who, citing its lack of fairness, declined to sign the agreement exceeded 
66,500 (Khon Ja, 2018 March 29). 
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National Peace Conference at Nay Pyi Taw in November 2015. Many armed ethnic groups, 
politicians, government representatives, and military leaders were in attendance, and more than 
50 papers addressing peace were presented. The Conference, under the guidance of Thein Sein, 
did not use “Panglong” in its name despite bearing the structure of the Panglong Conference in 
the 1940s.  
Figure 2. Situational Snapshot of the Strength of ethnic armed organizations (EAO) forces 
  
Source: Myanmar Peace Monitor (2018, p.32) 
1.6 Peacebuilding Policy of the National League for Democracy (NLD) 
 When the NLD-led government assumed power, expectations among local and 
international observers were exceedingly high, and many anticipated that peace was likely to 
become a reality under the new government. Aung San Suu Kyi, though not fully satisfied with 
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the NCA, has inherited a supportive stance regarding the agreement, because the government has 
been unable to circumvent the military’s standpoint that the NCA is a gateway to peace talks in 
Myanmar. As state counsellor, she has repeatedly encouraged all armed ethnic groups to accept 
the NCA as a starting point (Naw Betty Han & Chan Thar, 2018 July 12). The new government 
continued the previous government’s peacebuilding activities, and to prove its intention to hold 
the 21st-Century Panglong Conference, the government renamed the Union Peace Conference 
the “Union Peace Conference- 21st-Century Panglong.” Thus, from a literal viewpoint, the NLD-
led government has arguably also used that name in forming its agenda. By following the NCA 
agreement, the NLD government said to hold this peace conference every six month (State 
Counsellor website, 2016 August 15).  
 When the elected NLD government started to officially function in 2016, despite some 
concerns held by the ethnic groups to review, the NLD government confirmed to follow the 
Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) framework without any modification. As a 
consequence, the 21st Century Panglong Conference was only a different name for the Union 
Peace Conference which was held as a result of the NCA organized by the previous government. 
By following the NCA agreement, the NLD government said to hold this peace conference every 
six months and also allowed the non-signatories of NCA armed groups to participate (State 
Counsellor website, 2016 August 15).  
 The government also announced, “Seven Steps Roadmap for National Reconciliation and 
Union Peace”20. The first step of the roadmap is to review the political dialogue framework and 
the final goal is to build a democratic federal union. At this moment, the country is at the third 
step of these seven roadmaps which is holding Union Peace Conference – 21st Century Panglong.  
                                                          
20 https://www.globalnewlightofmyanmar.com/the-governments-roadmap-for-national-reconciliation-and-union-
peace/ (visited July 7, 2019) 
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 Although the government plans to hold the conference every six month, twice a year, the 
political discussion is as smooth as has expected. The battles and armed conflicts along the 
border have been increasing. Therefore, the conference could be held only once a year, sadly, it 
could not have one in 2019.  Under the NLD government leadership, the first session of Union 
Peace Conference – 21st Century Panglong was held from 31 August 2016 to 4 September 2016. 
The second session of the conference was held in 24 May 2017. The third session was held from 
11 July 2018 to 16 July 2018. From those sessions, 37 agreements, union accords were made in 
201721 and 14 union accords could be agreed in 201822, in total 51 agreements as union accord 
which were related to social sector (15), economic sector (7), political sector (10), land and 
environment sector (12), regional development (2) and Pyidaungsu Accord (5).  In the 
conference, up until now, the most challenging issue, which is the security sector is still left to be 
discussed as the government’s strategy is to discuss from the easiest sectors.  
However, the conference could not be held in 2019 the whole year. It is not certain when 
the government can resume the conference as the country has experienced a political deadlock 
regarding the security sectors and political areas. Among all those obstacles, it can be mainly 
categorized into namely, the process and the substances. The process is lacking the inclusivity 
where major ethnic armed groups and some other groups can have no voice in the conference, 
just attending it as observers. In the case of substance matters, as mentioned above, three hot 
issues that need to be discussed have brought the conference to stall. These issues can be named 
as, non-secession vs self-autonomy, standard army and disarmament, demobilization, and 
reintegration (DDR) versus security sector reform (SSR). 
 
                                                          
21 https://www.statecounsellor.gov.mm/en/node/904 (visited June 1, 2018) 
22 http://www.nrpc.gov.mm/en/node/225?page=1 (visited June 1, 2019) 
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1.6.1 Lack of Inclusivity  
When the military government denied the inclusion of the Ta’ang National Liberation 
Army (TNLA), Myanmar’s National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), and the Arakan 
Army (AA) in the NCA and demanded their full surrender, the Kachin Independent Army (AA) 
and other armed ethnic groups who called for an inclusive approach to the NCA refused to sign 
the agreement. Although 10 armed ethnic groups out of more than 20 invited ones signed the 
NCA, the rate of conflict has not lessened, and even more fighting has erupted in some areas of 
the country. To make matters worse, because the military remains staunch in its demands, the 
exclusivity of the divide-and-conquer policy has seriously affected the outcomes of the 21st-
Century Panglong Conference. Indeed, many politicians and key leaders of armed ethnic groups 
were allowed to attend as observers only, not as participants or official delegates. 
Figure 3. NCA and Inclusivity Problem 
 
Source: Myanmar Peace Monitor (2019, p.2) 
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1.6.2 Debated Topics about Peacebuilding in Myanmar 
Among the several topics emphasized by the 21st-Century Panglong Conference, some 
easily inspired consensus among stakeholders. By contrast, the most debated topics on which the 
military, the government, and armed ethnic groups cannot agree are the status of the federal army, 
the right to secession and self-determination, and disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration 
(DDR) versus security sector reform (SSR). 
Since those topics are highly sensitive, to date the Conference has not focused much on 
them. Regarding the federal army, armed ethnic groups began to voice the need for such an army 
in 2014 (Voice of America, 2014 December 2). As the groups agreed upon establishing a federal 
army, meaning that the present military should restructure itself to represent all ethnic groups in 
the country, existing groups have also had to restructure themselves and unite with the armed 
forces under one umbrella as a federal army. 
However, the military has demonstrated its strong disagreement with such a process. In 
particular, General Min Aung Hlaing has consistently mentioned in interviews that there should 
be only one military institution in Myanmar and that the current one is already a kind of federal 
army involving members of all ethnic groups in the country (Steinberg, 2018 August 27). 
Nevertheless, as history reveals, the military heavily relies upon and favors only one ethnic 
group and discriminates against religious adherents other than Buddhists, including Christian and 
Muslims. To date, the Conference has also not discussed the security sector, which may stand as 
the most difficult topic upon which stakeholders have sought to reach consensus. 
Other hotly debated topics have been DDR versus SSR. Although leaders of armed ethnic 
groups have consistently preferred to commence the peacebuilding process with SSR, the 
military has just as consistently prioritized DDR, which indirectly aims to make armed ethnic 
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groups fully surrender their arms. Given outstandingly dismal trust between armed ethnic groups 
and the military, the former has unsurprisingly remained unwilling to give up their arms. The 
military maintains that rebel forces should join the union’s armed forces as members of a border 
security force, with other details regarding autonomy to be ironed out in future negotiations. 
Regarding those conflicts, one influential armed ethnic group, the Restoration Council of Shan 
State Army, stated at a press release on October 25, 2018, that though it accepted the single army 
policy as a principle practiced internationally, it would not accept such a policy until reaching a 
concrete agreement and witnessing SSR (Restoration Council of Shan State Army, 2018). 
The last hotly debated issue is the package of policies concerning autonomy and the right 
to secession. Although ethnic groups have demanded the right of autonomy for many decades, in 
making a compromise on those demands, the military and government have requested the 
inclusion of a policy of non-secession in the agreement. However, the right to secession is a right 
that ethnic groups have had since the first Panglong Agreement signed in 1947, and even 
Burma’s 1947 Constitution included that right along with the right of autonomy. Those rights 
ranked among the chief reasons why the ethnic groups consented to sign the Panglong 
Conference in the first place and agreed to become united as one country. 
The military has been keen to annul that right, however, as well as demanded ethnic 
groups to promise that they will not exercise that right. In response, the Restoration Council of 
Shan State Army stated that it will listen only to what the Shan agree upon and, until agreement 
is reached on that point, will not adhere to a policy of non-succession. Journalist Thi Ha Thwe 
(Dateline Irrawaddy, 2018 October 17) argued that ethnic groups want to retain the right to 
secession not because they want to break away from the country but to assert their ownership of 
their states and signal their contributions to how Myanmar has become a country in the first 
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place. In an effort to compromise on their demands, the military has offered a package deal in 
which the groups shall receive the right to self-determination only when they agree to a policy of 
non-secession. In reply, ethnic groups have viewed that request as a reflection of military’s lack 
of trust in them and that instead of posing doubt and distrust, the military should arrange for 
ethnic groups to coexist harmoniously in the country with the Bamar and not have reason to seek 
secession. As a case in point, Karen National Union leader Saw Mutu Say Poe (2018, October 
15) observed the needlessness of articulating a relationship between secession and self-
determination in state constitutions, which directly relate to the structure of the federal Union in 
the first place.  
In an interview, political author Maung Maung Soe (Dateline Irrawaddy, 2018 October 
17) stated that political agreement in Myanmar can be compared to marriage agreement; if 
parties agree to remain married for life, then the agreement can be acceptable, and it is 
unnecessary to stipulate that divorce is not allowed under the agreement. However, as military 
leaders have consistently claimed, if armed ethnic groups do not promise not to secede, then 
there can be no further discussion of self-determination, autonomy, or rights for ethnic minorities. 
Karen ethnic leader Padoh Kwe Htoo Win (Thoolei News, 2018 October 21) has figured non-
secession as a ghost for some—a force that remains invisible but terrifying nonetheless.  
Thus, comprehensive peace talks in Myanmar have been neither as smooth nor as 
successful as expected, for what Myanmar’s federal system should resemble remains poorly 
defined. As Sai Kyaw Nyunt (2018, September 2) added, the present government led by Aung 
San Suu Kyi and the previous government led by Thein Sein rushed aspects of the peace talks 
and ignored reaching concrete aspects of the agreement, for they instead sought to present the 
talks as political achievements. At the same time, Nai Hong Sar (2018, August 30) observed that 
49 | P a g e  
 
Myanmar’s federal transition is currently in a deadlock, and with such diverse interests at stake, 
it will remain so until various conflicts can be overcome (Nyein Nyein, 2018 December 18). 
Altogether, an all-inclusive approach at the Conference and the debated topics of the federal 
army, the package of self-determination and non-secession policies, and DDR versus SSR will 
remain critical to current peacebuilding processes of Myanmar. 
1.7 Conclusion 
Although the topics discussed in this chapter reflect the most pressing issues currently 
faced in Myanmar, they are also nothing new, for they have persisted for decades in the country 
in different forms. Perhaps most interesting has been how the power of the federal movement has 
changed the view of the military on concepts related to federalism. Initially, the military 
consistently characterized federalism as toxic to the continued integration of the union; however, 
after years of sacrifice and suffering, the military has come to recognize the need for federalism 
in Myanmar.  
The chapter also attests to the similarity of interpretations of federalism among politicians 
and military leaders in Myanmar. As an example, Aung San Suu Kyi has interpreted federalism 
to mean the unity of the nation, as shown in her interview in 1995. In the same vein, Senior 
General Min Aung Hlaing has emphasized unity among the diverse ethnicities. Nevertheless, 
military dictatorship as an institution always includes the non-disintegration of national solidarity, 
and military leaders pursue the same even in articles in national constitutions once such 
dictatorships have ended. In compromise, the ideas of unity and solidarity become highlighted by 
leaders instead of equality and autonomy whenever they describe federalism. That finding could 
be evidence of how some ethnic politicians and even grassroots leaders in ethnic areas conceive 
all Bamar people as having the same political mind-set and, ultimately, the same perspective 
50 | P a g e  
 
regardless of for or against democracy. Therefore, since the military’s view on unity has 
promoted the centralization of power, dictatorial governance has emerged in practice, which is 
crucial to determine what Aung San Suu Kyi means by “unity.” 
On the other hand, it is obvious that the political deadlock experienced at the 21st Century 
Panglong Conference is a mere reflection of the lack of “trust” in Myanmar politics.  In order to 
improve the level of trust, two actions can be taken. The first action is to be more open to 
negotiation in the dialogue. Since each side tends to be more closed, tightlipped and reluctant to 
make compromise in the negotiation, the level of “doubt” has been increasing. Second, the 
Myanmar politics is full of broken promises and betrayals. The failure to keep the Panglong 
Agreement made in 1947 is one obvious example. These historical realities are solid reasons why 
ethnic groups are full of doubts and reservations against their counterpart Bamars in the dialogue. 
Therefore, the government and military, as more powerful institutions with the scope of 
nationwide level, need to respond to these claims advanced by the ethnic groups: sincere 
openness to negotiation and warranty to carry-through all the agreements. 
Ultimately, however, federalism is not the only root of conflict in Myanmar. To 
characterize the country’s current state, in the next chapter I describe what Myanmar has 
experienced to date and the factors of deep-rooted conflict that explain why it has suffered one of 
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Chapter 2 
History of Post-Independent Myanmar 
2.1 Introduction 
Myanmar is a unique, heterogeneous society of diverse ethnicities, languages, and 
cultures. At the same time, once ruled by a military junta that has caused many problems in its 
social, political, and economic spheres, Myanmar is infamous for having the world’s longest 
ongoing civil war in history, dire poverty, poor public health, and systemic violations of human 
rights. For nearly five decades until 2011, Myanmar was ruled by a series of military regimes 
that placed national security at the core of governance. The systems implemented under General 
Ne Win’s socialist isolationism, for example, and Senior General Than Shwe’s nationalist 
cronyism have earned the country a reputation as a pariah on the international stage (Kinley & 
Wilson, 2007, p. 378). Especially during the last quarter century of direct military rule, Myanmar 
became known for ethnic conflict, anti-democratic clampdowns, and its anemic economy 
(Horsey, 2011). As a result, the country has often ranked among the poorest in the world and, 
since 1987, has been named as one of the least developed economies in the world. It not only 
ranked 148th out of 189 countries according to the Human Development Index 23  (Human 
Developments Report, 2017) but also 164th out of 195 countries according to the Freedom 
House Index24 in 2018 (Freedom House Report, 2019). 
 Regarding Myanmar’s current political situation, Min Zin (The Irrawaddy, 2016 May 13) 
has identified four political crises that the country needs to solve: democratization, ethnic 
conflict, civil–military relations, and poverty. From another angle, Kyaw Win (The Voice, 2018 
July 27) has argued that the country harbors two political curses: a federal curse and an 




52 | P a g e  
 
ideological curse. Not only that but Nicholas Farrelly (2017, p. 143) has pinpointed major drivers 
of conflict in Myanmar, including political and cultural grievances, economic inequality, 
overlapping territorial governance, and identity-based differences. All of those crises, curses, and 
drivers of conflict are interrelated.  
 In this chapter, I present my own analysis of factors that drive the country’s civil war for 
decades. It can also be seen that each of these factors are also contradicted to the federalism 
practices. The first factor is the failure of political ideologies: the communist insurgency at the 
early days of the country’s independence, the failure of centralized socialism that paves the way 
for dictatorship. The second factor is mismanagement and exploitation of the natural resources 
by the centralized military regime without or very small portion of resource sharing to the 
respective states, pushing the country to be a victim of natural resource curse. The third factor is 
the taking advantage of religion to monopolize and dominate the Buddhists majority by 
politicians to discriminate against the Christian and Muslim minorities and fourthly, providing 
and utilizing citizenship status to have political gain from the majority citizens. These four 
factors are significant proofs of the lack of democracy values and federal principles. Therefore, 
the presentation in this chapter helps to answer the reason why Myanmar has been failing to 
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                                         Figure 4. Myanmar`s Subnational Conflict Areas  
 
                                             Source: The Asia Foundation (2019, p. 10) 
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2.2 Crisis of Political Ideology 
Lasting for decades, one of the most deeply rooted crises in Myanmar that has caused the 
country to suffer from civil war and ethnic conflicts is the curse of political ideology: the 
insurgency of communist and the failure of socialism, both of which have especially affected the 
Bamar ethnic group. Almost immediately after Myanmar, known then as Burma, gained 
independence, the resurgence of communist ideology sparked civil war, while the failed policy 
of the Burma Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) made the country one of the poorest in the 
world. 
Amid myriad nationalist movements that vehemently sought to undermine colonial rule 
in Southeast Asia, the rapid rise of communism in Burma and elsewhere stemmed from the 
spread of Marxism, which provided a common ground for many nationalist leaders during 
anticolonial struggles in those countries (Min Ye Paing Hein, 2017, p. 190). The Communist 
Party of Burma played an especially important part in the formation of the Burmese colonial 
government under Japanese and British imperial rule both during and after World War II. 
Burmese communists managed to radicalize anti-Japanese struggles given the strong influence of 
the underground movement and its ensuing strategic alliance with the West. When Japanese 
occupation in Burma ended in 1945, Burmese communist leaders gained leadership positions in 
the Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL), the most powerful nationalist coalition 
party that stood against the return of British imperialists. Nevertheless, the Burmese communists 
could not influence the new nation despite its politically and materially advantaged position. 
After eight months of independence, Burma plunged into an all-out civil war among 
numerous insurgencies, some led by the Bamar. As the Communist Party of Burma began to rise 
against the government due to ideological conflicts, Thakin Soe’s Red Flag Communist Party, 
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having gone further underground, rebelled in full force. Meanwhile, the poorly trained, dismally 
equipped national army first fought the British military, followed by the Japanese army. As a 
result, the new nation had to combat not only internal but also external enemies. In response, as 
Callahan (2003) puts it, “The military and civilian leaders had few choices but to reinvigorate 
and redeploy the colonial security apparatus” (p. 145). Although Burma’s military became better 
trained and eventually emerged as the only stable institution in the country (Callahan, 2003; 
Sleth, 2002), amid the political turmoil the AFPFL-led government became fractured, weakened, 
and ultimately unable to maintain law and order. Later, facing a power struggle within the party, 
the AFPFL split into two camps—the Clean AFPFL and the Stable AFPFL—each of which 
sought to retain the party’s name. According to Steinberg (2010), “The degree of tension 
[between the two] was so high that the military feared civil war might break out” (p. 54). 
In response, Prime Minister Nu’s government issued the Karen and Kachin ethnic groups 
rifles from the state’s armed forces in order to fight the communist insurgents and communism 
itself, the fear of which was rooted in the strong possibility that Burma might become a 
battlefield where China and the United States would wage an ideological war (Holliday, 2010, p. 
117). Owing to grave political upheaval in the nation, the rule of law dissipated as the fear of 
civil war loomed, and the sovereign state faced an existential threat due to communist insurgency 
and ethnic rebellions (Smith, 2007, p. 36; Steinberg, 2001, p. 189). Consequently, Burma’s army 
became the only dependable institution that could counter all enemy forces and save the country 
from annihilation. 
In an exercise of the military’s power, in September 1958 General Ne Win forced Prime 
Minister Nu to relinquish authority to him in order to stabilize the country and maintain Burma’s 
nationhood. Although the national army held a free but unfair election in 1960 that resulted in 
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Nu’s again becoming prime minister (Callahan, 2004, pp. 99–120), the victorious Pyidaungsu 
Party split into two camps, and the functions of the government nearly reached a standstill that 
ended in a coup d’état led by Ne Win in 1962. When Ne Win seized state power from civilian 
leaders, the military-dominated Revolutionary Council announced its intention to establish a 
socialist state in Burma while condemning the communists as vulgar materialists. Following the 
Constitution, the socialist government functioned under the strict guidance of the BSPP, and Ne 
Win appointed himself as chair of the BSPP. After 12 years of control, the Revolutionary 
Council drafted and ratified a new Constitution in 1974. The 1974 Constitution maintained a 
one-party system with highly centralized authority.  
During that period, the ideology of the so-called “Burmese Way to Socialism” was a 
curious mix of Marxist– Leninist dialectics, anti-Western nationalism, and Buddhist philosophy 
that combined the Buddhist tenets of faith holding that all things are transient with a Burmese 
brand of socialism in public life (Min Ye Paing Hein, 2017, p. 211). In an attempt to clarify the 
philosophy of the BSPP, a government pamphlet compared the Burmese Way to Socialism with 
communism by stating:  
The Communist believes that the history of human society shows constant advancement 
towards a classless society in which the state has withered away. The BSPP holds the 
belief that the material world and the society of man are in a state of constant flux, 
appearing and disappearing, rising and falling, waxing and waning, dying and being born 
anew, always in the grip of a ceaseless change. (Greenwaymay, 1970 May 3)  
Under Ne Win’s leadership and following the Burmese Way to Socialism, Burma’s wealth and 
standard of living rapidly deteriorated, and for eight years, Burma became increasingly isolated 
from the international community.  
57 | P a g e  
 
 With the Enterprise Nationalization Law in 1963, the BSPP-led government nationalized 
roughly 15,000 trades and major industries (Steinberg, 2013, p. 67) and consequently came to 
control all means of production as well as the distribution of all goods and commodities. 
Although Burma had been known as the world’s top exporter of rice, in 1962, when Ne Win 
seized power, rice exports began to drop from 1.8 million tons to fewer than half a million tons 
per year. Since then, wages have remained the same, whereas prices have risen fivefold 
(Greenwaymay, 1970 May 3). Despite its rich natural resources and fertile soil, the country 
struggled to provide enough food for its citizens, and by 1988, Burma’s foreign debt had 
increased to USD 4.9 billion, or about three-fourths of its gross national product (Steinberg, 1997, 
p. 13). At that time, a series of nationwide mass protests and marches precipitated the elimination 
of the socialist government, though such social revolutions and the fundamental transformation 
of political, economic, and cultural change have taken a tremendous toll on the country.  
2.3 Crisis of Natural Resources 
Apart from crisis of ideology, manifest in the communist uprising and the failed socialist 
program, the curse of natural resources plays has played a critical role in shaping Myanmar’s 
current situation. In a 1929 article in the French magazine Le Progrès civique, George Orwell 
depicted the British Empire in Burma with special attention to the country’s abundant resources: 
“This country, the population of which is one-tenth as dense as that of England, is one of the 
richest in the world,” he wrote. “It abounds in natural resources which are only just beginning to 
be exploited. There are tin, tungsten, jade and rubies, and these are the least of its mineral 
materials. At this moment it produces 5% of the world’s petroleum, and its reserves are far from 
exhausted” (cited in Picone, 2015, July 23). Indeed, Myanmar possesses ample natural resources, 
including natural gas, petroleum, timber, and valuable minerals such as gold, tin, rubies, and jade. 
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The mining sector, significant both in large-scale industry and in small-scale artisanal production, 
takes advantage of minerals throughout the country, including base metals (e.g., gold, copper, 
silver, lead, zinc, tin, antimony, and iron), industrial minerals, energy sources (e.g., coal), gems 
(e.g., jade, rubies, and sapphires), and rare earth minerals (Allan & Einzenberger, 2013, p. 44). In 
fact, it is estimated that 90% of the world’s once rubies came from Myanmar (Allan & 
Einzenberger, 2013, p. 43). Moreover, jade sales from gem emporiums are also high, at USD 780 
million, 297 million, and even 1 billion in some years. 
Myanmar is also one of the world’s oldest producers of oil, with oil exports dating back 
to 1853 during British imperial rule. By extension, large-scale gas development in Myanmar 
commenced in the 1990s, and the first natural gas pipeline from Myanmar to Thailand was 
completed in 1998. In 2008, British Petroleum (BP) ranked Myanmar as the largest gas exporter 
via pipeline in the Asia–Pacific region, with gas exports totaling 9.7 bcm in 2007, which made 
the country the 11th-largest gas exporter in the world that year, according to “Burma’s Resource 
Curse: The Case for Revenue Transparency in the Oil and Gas Sector,” issued by Arakan Oil 
Watch, an independent, community-based, nongovernmental organization operating in Myanmar 
(Zin Linn, 2013 October 18). Regarding its natural gas resources, despite a shortage for domestic 
consumption, the natural gas industry earns roughly $3.5 billion annually, which amounts to 50% 
of Myanmar’s total export revenue (Chan Mya Htwe, 2017 March 27). Natural gas exports 
peaked during fiscal years 2011–2012 to 2014–2015, whereas sales in 2013–2014 were the 
lowest, though at more than $3.2 billion nonetheless. 
Aside from the natural gas industry, Myanmar’s plentiful water resources from its four-
river system have outstanding potential for generating hydroelectric power and for building and 
extending its agricultural industry. The timber industry has also been a major source of profit in 
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Myanmar. Forests covered 70% of Burma’s total land area at the time of its independence in 
1948 (Seekins, 2006, p. 190). Due to the lucrative nature of its woods, especially varieties of teak, 
the military junta overexploited the country’s forests, and most independent estimates have 
indicated that more than half of the country’s forests were cut down by commercial logging 
operations by 1988 (Dennis, 1999, p. 11). Relying on resource revenues, Myanmar observes a 
state budget, including economic expenditures, based on oil, gas, and jade as the country’s top 
export earners, which contribute to more than half of its total export income according to 
statistics from the Ministry of Commerce (Chan Mya Htwe, 2017 March 27). 
Despite its abundance of natural resources, Myanmar’s development has never been 
healthy, and the outcomes have been poor economic growth, widespread poverty, military 
dictatorship, and prolonged civil war. During decades of military rule and economic 
mismanagement, the country’s natural resources were managed in unsustainable, nontransparent 
ways. Such a lack of transparency in the past has raised many questions about the potential 
misappropriation of funds (Allan & Einzenberger, 2013, p. 45), and exactly how revenues from 
the sale of gas resources are spent remains unclear. In any case, it is clear that government 
spending for social improvement is minimal, while the military continues to enjoy the lion’s 
share of state revenues. According to the International Institute for Strategic Studies, the military 
regime of Myanmar spent at least 40% of the national budget on military expenditures, in 
contrast to a dismally low allocation to healthcare (i.e., only 0.4%) despite an ever-increasing 
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Figure 5. Map of Natural Resource in Myanmar
    
Source: ww.maps-myanmar.com25 
                                                          
25 https://maps-myanmar.com/myanmar-natural-resources-map (site visited October 5, 2019) 
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As presented in the figure above, many deposits of Myanmar’s natural resources are 
located in areas occupied by ethnic groups where longstanding ethnic conflicts have often 
generated war economies to sustain decades of armed resistance against the central government. 
Investment projects in those areas reveal vast potential for conflict and for harming fragile 
processes toward reaching peace. The unfair sharing of resource benefits also contributes to 
ethnic conflicts. The following figures reflect the unfair redistribution of national buget in 
Myanmar. While the NLD government has increased the budget allocation to the states and 
regions, the size of its portion is still extremely uneven. Although a so-called “civilian 
government” currently manages Myanmar’s day-to-day affairs, the military continues to enjoy 
special rights and privileges stipulated by the 2008 Constitution (Nikkei Asia, 2017 December 
22). 
Figure 6: Small State and Region Budgets under USDP Government (2011-2015)  
 
 
Source: The Asia Foundation (2013, p. viii) 
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Figure 7: Small State and Region Budgets under NLD Government (2016-Present)  
 
Source: The Asia Foundation, (2018, p. 75)26 
Indeed, the most crucial question surrounding political reform in Myanmar that many 
foreign governments have overlooked is the economic monopoly of the military elite. Such 
individuals and groups, under the names of the Union of Myanmar Economic Holdings Limited 
and the Myanmar Economic Corporation, have exploited the country’s natural resources while 
the rest of the country’s population continues to suffer various forms of social inequality and 
destitution (Zin Linn, 2013 October 18). In particular, unemployment abounds in Myanmar, from 
which 5 million unemployed citizens have already migrated to neighboring countries, especially 
Thailand and Malaysia, in search of work. 
Kachin State serves as a prime example of Myanmar’s resource curse, whereby massive 
revenues generated by the unregulated sale of resources have contributed to the impoverishment 
of local communities amid land grabs, population displacement, and pollution. Many observers 
agree that the ongoing Kachin conflict revolves upon competition for local resources (Allan & 
                                                          
26 I created this figure based on the data of the Asian Foundation. For the actual document see: 
https://asiafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/State-and-Region-Governments-in-Myanmar-Full-
Report_Eng-version_6-March-2019.pdf (visited October 9, 2019) 
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Einzenberger, 2013, p. 45). In all areas, including Kachin State, benefit-sharing models with 
ethnic groups and, more importantly, matters of project control and autonomy remain unresolved 
and unsatisfactorily legislated. Such trends are central to political discussions that ethnic groups 
such as the Kachin hope to sustain as part of highly desired peacebuilding processes. In a country 
renowned for producing some of the world’s finest rubies and sapphires, northern Kachin State is 
one of only two of the planet’s sources of imperial jade—the world’s best and highly valued by 
China. The sale of Myanmar’s jade, all of which is mined in Kachin State, was estimated by the 
Ministry of National Planning and Economic Development to fetch between $6–9 billion 
annually, thereby making it the country’s largest export commodity by far (Picone, 2015 July 23). 
While Kachin businesspeople and the Kachin Independent Organization profit greatly from the 
trade, the largest profits go to non-Kachin business interests, the military, and foreign businesses 
(Picone, 2015 July 23). Consequently, territorial claims and control over resources have made 
Myanmar a hotspot for conflict between the government and the Kachin Independent 
Organization, which, after a 17-year ceasefire, has resumed fighting. The $3.6-billion Myitsone 
Dam project, funded by the Chinese government, was suspended in 2011 after mass protest, and 
in the upper reaches of Kachin State, significant anti-government mass protest are liable to erupt 
at any time (Chan Thar, 2019 February 8).  
In a nutshell, abundant natural resources in combination with dismal government are two 
key elements in limiting Myanmar’s development. In many ways, Myanmar is trapped in a cycle 
of political, social, and economic impoverishment that shows little sign of abatement, much less 
improvement. Indeed, the case of Myanmar may be seen as an example of “grabber 
governmentality,” in which individuals and groups in power have adopted a style of authoritarian 
government aimed at ensuring their own continued enrichment (Pick & Htwe Htwe Thein, 2010, 
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p. 270). As a multitude of research on national development worldwide attests, Myanmar’s 
natural resource curse ranks among the world’s most dire (Humphreys, 2007). 
2.4 Crisis of Religion 
As opposed to fathoming the existence of various religions in Myanmar, a ready 
instrument for extreme nationalists to ignite conflicts in the country has been religion. Of 
Myanmar’s total population of 51 million, 87.9% of citizens are Theravada Buddhists, 6.2% are 
Christians, and 4.3% are Muslims, whereas only 0.5% identify as Hindu (Ministry of 
Immigration, 2015). The Chin, Kachin, and Karen are mostly Christian, whereas the Arakan, 
Mon, Bamar, and Shan are predominantly Buddhist. Especially the Karen and Karenni, or Kayah, 
practice either Buddhism or Christianity. Since ethnic Bamar and Buddhists form the majority of 
Myanmar’s population, their culture and religion exert great influence on both the political and 
social landscapes of the country (Smith, 1994, p. 35).  
Figure 8: Religions Affilliation in Myanmar (2014) 
 
Source: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc27. 
                                                          
27 https://www.britannica.com/place/Myanmar/Languages (site visited October 18, 2019) 
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Figure 9: Map of Religion by State or Region 
 
 Source: 2014 Myanmar Population and Housing Census28 
                                                          
28 https://www.reddit.com/r/MapPorn/comments/814uu6/myanmar_burma_religious_map_1152_x_1584/ 
(site visited October 15, 2019) 
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Many of Myanmar’s ethnic Christian minorities have long been in conflict with Bamar 
Buddhists. Ethnic Christians benefited under colonialism, and when World War II erupted, they 
mostly supported the British forces, while Christian and Muslim militias sometimes cooperated 
during the war as well (Religious Literacy Project, n.d.). Increased literacy amid the spread of 
mission education as well as renewed Christian religious identities have contributed to ethnic 
minorities’ unwillingness to accept Bamar Buddhist rule following the country’s independence 
(Religious Literacy Project, n.d.). However, their concepts and convictions have been negotiated 
differently by different ethnic groups. For some, including the Chin, who were long treated as 
inferior due to their animist beliefs, conversion to Christianity lent them a new sense of worth as 
God’s children, and they feel convinced of being on an equal footing with Bamar Buddhists as 
inheritors of a global tradition. 
The historical development of Myanmar has had a major impact on the people’s religious 
inclinations. Colonialism, population distribution, and international political interests have 
shaped religiously fueled nationalist views in Myanmar today. Many staunch Burmese Buddhists, 
believing that their religion and customs are sooner or later in jeopardy of becoming weak and 
irrelevant (Crisis Group, 2017), have found fault with the government for being passive in 
response to such situations. Consequently, some Buddhist communities have promoted pious and 
patriotic laymen and -women in campaigns of “defense of sasana” (Walton and Hayward, 2014, 
p. 21). When Burma was ruled by imperial forces, attempts to snuff out the legitimacy of 
anticolonial struggles carried out by Buddhist monks abounded. Following in the footsteps of 
imperialists, military governments in the country have continued to denounce pro-democracy 
religious adherents as “bogus monks” (Schober, 2011, p. 140). Of course, members of the 
sangha (‘monkhood’) have always actively participated in social and political movements and 
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cast themselves as the defenders and propagators of Buddhism with an obligation to reduce 
suffering in the world (Walton, 2015, pp. 507 –510). 
When British imperialists ruled the country, the Burmese were shocked to discover that 
their daily lives under the British had changed in significant ways. The monasteries no longer 
received any state support that kings and leaders once provided, and as village economies were 
disrupted, villagers could no longer contribute sufficient funds to keep the monasteries in 
operation. The British move to separate religion from the administration of the state was seen by 
many Burmese as a sign that Buddhism was in decline and weakened without the support of the 
state. In response, laymen and -women engaged in efforts to reinforce shared religious and 
cultural values of good manners and proper conduct (Crisis Group, 2017, p. 4). 
After Burma gained independence in 1948, religion, especially Buddhism, became 
exploited by politicians to lead the country and control the population. Prime Minister Nu was 
the first politician who attempted to make Buddhism the state religion of Burma, in a political 
maneuver that restored a thousand-year-old tradition previously discontinued by the British in 
1885 (Greenwaymay, 1970 May 3). In particular, Nu tried to enact the State Religion Promotion 
Act of 1961, which was approved by the Union Parliament. Although Nu’s political move 
pleased Bamar Buddhists, many ethnic Christians strongly condemned it, for they viewed the 
move as a step toward domination by Bamar Buddhists. The move also incited the opposition 
and rebellion of the Kachin against the central government, drew criticism from Muslim and 
Christian religious leaders alike (Gravers, 1999, p. 57), and ultimately factored into the seven-
decade-old civil war that persists today. Nu’s aides used to complain that whenever there was a 
crisis, Nu would travel to a Buddhist monastery to meditate although, as one of his supporters 
put it, “he should have been kicking bottoms in Rangoon” (Greenwaymay, 1970 May 3). 
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After General Ne Win brutally took political power in 1962, his junta did not introduce a 
state religion as Nu had, and no government since then has made any attempt to officially name 
Buddhism the state religion. However, military dictators nevertheless used various strategies to 
exploit religion as a means to pursue their own political ends. Buddhism has often been the 
vehicle for either innovating new political concepts or importing ideas from elsewhere, and many 
politicians have tended to use Buddhist symbolism and ideas as a way of consciously 
manipulating the Buddhist beliefs of the people in a familiar language. For example, as 
McCarthy (2007, pp. 25-28) has observed, when Burmese generals who led successive military 
regimes began to pay more widely publicized attention to Buddhism by donating their alms, gifts, 
and appeasements to prominent monks and by funding the construction of new religious 
buildings, their acts were mere attempts to use people’s beliefs to gain legitimacy. 
The 2008 Constitution treads a careful line by recognizing the “special position of 
Buddhism as the faith professed by the great majority of the citizens” (Section 361) while also 
acknowledging that “Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Animism” have adherents in the country 
(Section 362). Likewise, the country’s Ministry of Religious Affairs, established in 1948, today 
primarily deals with Buddhist affairs. Since the beginning of the political transition in 2011, 
Buddhist nationalism in Myanmar has become significantly more visible; as authoritarian 
controls were lifted after years of repression, deep-seated grievances emerged into the open, and 
new freedoms of expression allowed individuals and media outlets to voice their grievances in 
ways that were previously impossible (Crisis Group, 2017, p. 6).  
A recent development in Burmese Buddhist politics since 2012 has been the resurgence 
of monk-led Buddhist nationalism. With motives and energies directed primarily against 
Muslims, such monks have indirectly, if not directly, incited riots and violence across the 
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country. However, the phenomenon is nothing new, for anti-Indian and anti-Muslim riots also 
took place in the 1930s, and the policies of successive military governments also repressed non-
Buddhist religious practices, especially in regions dominated by ethnic minorities. Contemporary 
Buddhist nationalist activities that began in 2012 have emerged under the banner of the 969 
movement, 29  a loosely organized network of monks and laypeople who seek to promote 
Buddhism and institute boycotts against Muslim-owned businesses. 
Newly available telecommunications technologies, combined with access to social media, 
have accelerated the spread of nationalist narratives, hate speech, and rumors, often about sexual 
violence perpetrated by Muslims against Buddhist women. In predominantly Christian states 
such as Chin State, Kachin State, Karen State, and northern Shan State, Christian crosses are cut 
down and burned, and even well-established historical churches have experienced attacks and 
enmity at the hands of Buddhists (Lian, 2018 February 3; Walton & Hayward, 2016, p. 68). 
More than 100,000 Christians live in camps for internally displaced people, where they are 
deprived of access to food and healthcare. In some instances, Buddhist monks have invaded 
church property and built Buddhist shrines on the premises. The Buddhist, Muslim, and tribal 
families of the converts persecute believers and often ostracize them from their society. 
Communities who aim to remain purely Buddhist make life for Christian families impossible by 
not barring them from using communal resources such as water (Open Doors, 2018; Sky News, 
2018 June 5). Evangelical church groups endure opposition as well, especially those in rural 
areas of Myanmar. For instance, in most schools before classes begin, all students, including 
non-Buddhists, are required to recite a Buddhist teaching or prayer, and converts are 
discriminated against in various ways (Hogan, 2018 May 14).  
                                                          
29 The numbers 969 symbolize the attributes of Buddha, his teachings, and the monkhood. 
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Burmese Buddhists justify their nationalistic activity by claiming that they are acting in 
defense of the sāsana, the Buddhist religion. While the defense of the sāsana is certainly an 
integral part of the monastic vocation and potentially a responsibility for any Buddhist, the logic 
that such ends justify the means has been a source of great violence throughout history (Walton 
& Hayward, 2014, p. 39). Despite their overwhelming majority in Myanmar, Buddhists know of 
their global minority status, which in turn has engendered a siege mentality. The Buddhists 
envision themselves as the last line of defense against the total disappearance of their religion 
(Kyaw San Wai, 2014, p. 2). Consequently, the Buddhist community, together with extreme 
nationalist leaders, has claimed that any action taken against Islamists can be justified, even if 
seemingly in violation of other core Buddhist principles if undertaken in defense of the religion 
(Walton, 2015, pp. 507–508). 
 2.5 Crisis of Citizenship 
In addition to the religion crisis, the citizenship problem has been fanning the flames of 
conflict in Myanmar. Due to the 1982 citizenship law, Myanmar has formal citizens, naturalized 
citizens and one of the largest stateless people30 in the world. Initially, the highly controversial 
topic of citizenship in Myanmar, the concept of taingyintha—roughly translated as ‘national 
races’ and generally meaning the offspring within geopolitical divisions (Transnational Institute, 
2014, p. 5)—plays a crucial role. Members of the 135 ethnic groups officially labeled 
“indigenous” by the government are legal citizens of Burmese nationality according to the 
criterion for being indigenous determined by the revised Citizenship Law concerning nationality 
that took force in 1982. In short, all ethnic groups living in Burma prior to 1823, the year before 
                                                          
 
30 Myanmar has ten percent of the world’s stateless people. A commission report led by Kofi Annan. (Advisory 
Comission On Rakhine state, 2017, p.9).  
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the beginning of the First Anglo–Burmese War (1824–1826), are recognized as indigenous, 
whereas ones that settled in Burma after 1824 are treated as nonindigenous (Nemoto, 2005, p. 4). 
Taingyintha was not a significant concept in colonial-era politics, in which it seems to 
have conveyed native identity. Even at the end of World War II, taingyintha remained an 
insignificant term in negotiations regarding the country’s Constitution, which was drafted and 
ratified in 1947 (Cheesman, 2017, p. 4). With only two references in defining citizenship in the 
country, taingyintha is not mentioned in the 1947 Panglong Agreement, as a putatively critical 
foundation for national unity, and the term remained nearly inconsequential in the politics of 
Burma prior to the coup d’état in 1962 (Cheesman, 2017, p. 5).  
However, on February 12, 1964, taingyintha shifted from having limited political 
importance to becoming a centerpiece in the policy of Burma’s military government. At that time, 
Junta leader General Ne Win used his Union Day address to urge all ethnicities in the country to 
cooperate for the good of the nation, and in so doing, he inaugurated a program of action based 
on a state-sponsored conceptualization of taingyintha as meaning a political community. After 
the government established an Academy for the Development of National Races that same year, 
staff from universities throughout Burma began state-directed fieldwork to document and publish 
authoritative studies on the history and culture of taingyintha in 1963 (Cheesman, 2017, p. 6). 
When the military, led by Ne Win, seized power in 1962, different discourses and 
strategies of so-called “Burmanization” undermined the rights of ethnic groups to Burmese 
citizenship (Walton, 2012, pp. 1–27; Gravers, 1999; Taylor, 2005, pp. 261 –286). Two decades 
later, the 1982 Citizenship Law, still in force today, also supported practices of Burmanization. 
According to that law, people in Burma then and people in Myanmar now are categorized as 
formal citizens if they are members of the 135 ethnic groups that had lived in Burma prior to 
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1823; naturalized citizens if they are legally naturalized foreigners; or quasi-citizens—mostly 
Chinese, Indian, or Anglo–Burmese individuals—if they acquired Burmese nationality based on 
the first nationality law ratified directly after Burma gained independence in 1948 (Nemoto, 
2005, p. 4). Although quasi-citizens and naturalized citizens received full citizenship after their 
groups had lived in Burma or Myanmar for three generations, they continue to face 
discrimination. For instance, naturalized citizens are ineligible to serve in higher managerial 
positions in the civil service and disqualified from studying science, engineering, and medicine 
in national universities (Nemoto, 2014 January 24). 
The motive of the 1982 Citizenship Law was to form a unified Burmese nation in which 
members of all ethnic groups would have a single national identity: Burmese. According to 
Taylor (1982, pp. 19–20), the promotion of Burmese national identity was reflected in the 
military regime’s efforts to downplay ethnically and religiously based interests in the politics of 
Burma, in continuation of a practice encouraged by British imperialists prior to Burma’s 
independence. Policies seeking to minimize ethnically charged politics, all implemented by the 
Bamar-dominated military government, however, were viewed by ethnic groups and 
organizations as strategies of Burmanization (Brown, 1994, pp. 33–34). Central to those policies 
were attempts to extend the authority of the central state to areas on the nation’s borders and thus 
prioritize national integration before ethnic pluralism (Taylor, 1982, p. 20). Consequently, the 
military’s major offensives against armed ethnic groups during Ne Win’s rule seem to have 
affirmed the suspicions of the ethnic groups. 
After Ne Win’s one-party state collapsed under the weight of nationwide protests in 1988, 
the idea of taingyintha emerged stronger than ever. The new military junta used the term not 
only to describe the members of a single political community, united in their struggle against 
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common enemies, both at home and abroad, but also to denote people living in remote parts of 
the country who had failed to advance socially due to civil war, poverty, and ignorance. Taken 
together, those uses of the term worked to justify relentless military campaigns against armed 
groups operating under the banners of various national races (Cheesman, 2017, p. 7). 
Today, under the protections of Myanmar’s 2008 constitution, the rights of taingyintha in 
the country’s institutions seem to have improved. The new Constitution grants rights to any 
national race if its members total more than 10,000, including that they can elect their own 
representatives as members of the leading political body of their respective state or region. Such 
representatives participate in delegations with limited legislative power in Myanmar’s seven 
states and seven regions, six special administrative zones, and 29 newly created posts for 
ministers of ethnic affairs (Walton, 2017, p. 96).  
Nevertheless, the emphasis of Myanmar’s military regime on creating a path toward 
“disciplined democracy” is reflected in the rather constrained and ambiguous language of 
provisions made for individual and minority rights in the 2008 constitution. Article 348, for 
instance, stipulates that “the Union shall not discriminate (against) any citizen of the Republic of 
the Union of Myanmar, based on race, birth, religion, official position, status, sex, and wealth,” 
while Article 349 stipulates that citizens shall enjoy equal opportunity in public employment and 
in their employment in private industries and means of advancement therein. Moreover, citizens 
may express and freely publish their convictions and opinions, assemble peacefully, form 
associations and organizations, and develop their respective languages, forms of literature, 
cultures, religions, and customs, as long as they do not undermine “the laws, enacted for Union 
security, community peace and tranquility or public order and morality” (Thawnhmung & 
Yadana, 2017, p. 117). At the same time, the 2008 Constitution establishes a conceptual 
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relationship between taingyintha and citizenship such that the former is irreducible to the latter 
and that, legally and by definition, national races automatically enjoy citizenship. In that sense, 
to talk about the political community of Myanmar is to talk about taingyintha and their members 
not as citizens but as national races (Cheesman, 2017, p. 8). 
2.6 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have sought to explain how and why Burma and, in turn, Myanmar has 
experienced its various crises, curses, and conflicts after becoming an independent nation. In the 
process, I have also attempted to clarify the complexity and general difficulty of developing 
solutions to Myanmar’s diverse political dilemmas. The chapter has shown that armed ethnic 
groups have clear justifications and grievances for rebelling against the military, especially when 
the latter labels them as terrorists. All the crises presented can be summed up with a policy of 
“Amyo, Bartar, Tartanar” or a policy of Burmanization which prioritizes Buddhist religion, 
Bamar language and Bamar ethnic over other minorities by the military government to control 
the ethnically diverse union for many years through different means. This policy is highly 
centralized in power, against the diverse religions, citizens and minorities.  
Since governance is not a product but a process, Myanmar needs to pursue national 
healing to redress such grievances as a means to achieve genuine national reconciliation, not 
only between groups of people within the same ethnic category but among all peoples and 
groups within the country. Such reconciliation especially needs to be extended to all ethnic 
groups, victims of war who are fleeing from conflicts, and people who have long been deprived 
of their basic rights. In that light, reconciliation needs to involve the resettlement of refugees and 
make arrangements for transitional justice as well. However, if Myanmar’s government neglects 
to realize such processes, then the political trauma and prejudice that linger deep within the 
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population will never dissipate but become even more profound over time, and the country will 
fail to enact and enforce a social contract that deepens the bonds among its various peoples. To 
further examine the sacrifices that people have made for the sake of federal democracy in 
Myanmar and to pinpoint ways to develop such a social contract, in the following chapter I 
discuss the struggle of a particular armed group that continues to strive for a federal democracy 
in the country, as well as the reasons and means of their struggle.  
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Chapter 3 
Students’ Struggle for Federal Democracy 
3.1 Introduction 
In Myanmar, in contrast to the more than 20 armed ethnic groups that continue to strive 
for federalism and autonomy, another armed group does not represent any particular ethnicity but 
all of them: the All Burma Students’ Democratic Front (ABSDF). Formed on November 1, 1988, 
after the military’s coup d’état in September and its subsequent crackdown against nationwide 
antigovernment protests and demonstrations, the ABSDF is the sole student-based armed group 
in the history of Burma and Myanmar. Arising from as the pro-democracy 8888 Movement, or 
Four 8s Movement, the ABSDF formed in response to dreadful incidents and bloodshed during 
the uprising, when its student members became convinced of the need to take up arms in order to 
change the political situation in Burma.  
Following sustained debate within the All Burma Federation of Student Unions (ABFSU) 
about finding ways to continue the 8888 Movement, leaders of the ABFSU eventually decided to 
pursue three practical strategies with the ABSDF: to maintain semi-underground networks, to 
form a political party, and to take up arms. To execute those strategies, thousands of people, 
mostly young students and intellectuals, relocated to areas on the borders of Burma and Thailand, 
India, China, and Bangladesh. Today, the ABSDF operates as an armed wing that fights 
alongside armed ethnic groups such as the Kachin Independence Army and the Karen National 
Liberation Army. The four objectives of the ABSDF are to: 
1. Free all of the nationalities of Myanmar from the oppression of the military regime; 
2. Create a democratic system of governance that respects human rights; 
3. Obtain nationwide peace in Myanmar; and 
4. Introduce a federal system in Myanmar. 
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To investigate the long, arduous journey of the ABSDF toward establishing a federal 
democracy in Myanmar, to more fully elaborate the history of the organization and most 
importantly to fully grasp the political reality inside Myanmar which is one of the theoretical 
contributions of this dissertation, I visited Myanmar to conduct in-depth, one-to-one interviews 
with leaders of the ABSDF, including two currently active top decision makers in the group and 
two previous members. Interviewed at their homes or at coffee shops, all interviewees—three 
men and one woman—have been deeply involved in the peace-building process in Myanmar 
since President Thein Sein officially invited exiled politicians to return home in 2011. Since then, 
political liberalization in Myanmar has engendered a freer, more open public forum that has 
altered the political atmosphere in the country. 
 My interviewees are Mr Aung Thu Nyein, Mr Aung Naing Moe, Ms Mi Suu Pwint and 
Mr Myo Win Win. All of them were members of the ABSDF since its early days. However, at 
this moment, Mr Aung Thu Nyein works as executive director of a think tank organization in 
Myanmar, called Institute for Strategy and Policy - Myanmar. Mr Aung Naing Moe actively 
involved as a peace builder during the 2010-2015 U Thein Sein government’s democratic 
transition period. He was a key leader of the Myanmar Peace Centre which was one of the key 
conduits to hold negotiation for peace in Myanmar. At this moment, he is the director of Joint 
Ceasefire Monitoring Committee (JMC). Mr Myo Win is currently, vice-chairman of the ABSDF 
group. He is assigned as the main representative of ABSDF to the peace negotiation in Myanmar. 
Ms Mi Suu Pwint is also a member of the executive committee member of ABSDF. She is also 
deeply involved in the peace negotiation process in Myanmar as a representative of ABSDF and 
leader of the women participants. 
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 My Aung Thu Nyein invited me to his office in Yangon for the interview. The interview 
was held on December 28, 2018. After the interview, I went straight to the residence of Myo Win 
in Yangon as he preferred to have the interview with total freedom, without any disruption or 
distraction in a public place.  Through his introduction, I was able to keep in touch with Mi Suu 
Pwint. I was lucky enough to meet with the two persons: Myo Win and Mi Suu Pwint while they 
were in Yangon before going back to the ABSDF camp near the border area. Mi Suu Pwint 
called me to meet with her at a cafeteria in downtown Yangon on January 3, 2019. She brought 
her daughter who was born in the Myanmar border area. We conducted the interview in a 
cafeteria which has a large space and sparse customers. The interview went well without any 
disturbance.  
 The last interviewee, Mr Aung Naing Moe agreed to meet with me when he returned to 
Myanmar from his Christmas holiday break. Initially he was reluctant to talk supposing that I 
was a newsman from the media. However, he agreed to hold an interview after I explained my 
purpose of the interview was educational in nature. He preferred to do it via phone, instead of 
going to his office. We spent more than 30 minutes for the interview on January 7, 2019. 
 These four interviewees are the only ones who agreed to help my research though I 
contacted around 10 people who are and were members of ABSDF. I sent them my interview 
questionnaires in advanced through social network such as google mail and messenger. During 
the interview, with the help of my brother, a computer technician, we were able to record all the 
interviews in audio. We also took pictures together with some of the interviewees. 
3.2 Motives behind the Struggling Movement 
Interested in the motives behind their involvement in the pro-democracy struggle, I asked 
the interviewees about when and why they joined the ABSDF in the first place. Nyein, a medical 
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college student during the uprising who relocated to a border area with friends to join the 
ABSDF, stated, “One of my classmates was shot dead by the military in the protest. That fueled 
the anger of my fellow protesters and me, and it was a solid reason for us to take part in the 
movement, to help to cultivate democracy and justice in the country.”  
Recounting a somewhat similar experience, Win replied, “I was studying at the Rangoon 
Institute of Technology. The country’s economy was in bad shape, and so Burma had become 
one of the least developed countries in the world. I took part in the Phone Maw crisis. Phone 
Maw was a student at the Rangoon Institute of Technology who was gunned down by the 
security forces in March 1988.” He added: 
Due to that incident, many students protested, and finally the government had to close all 
of the universities and schools to stop the student movements. After the event, I returned 
to my hometown in Taninthayi Division [now Taninthayi Region] and waited for the 
university to be reopened. However, the shutdown took longer than I had expected. The 
demonstrations got bigger and spread all over the country. Immediately after the military 
regime started using arms, I joined the ABSDF camps in the forest.  
 Also a student at the time, Pwint recalled, “While I was a final-year student majoring in 
biology, I saw many injustices and bloodshed during the uprising in 1988. An important lesson 
that I learned from the movement was that unless the people use arms and forces, the military 
will do whatever it wants to the people without any fear of justice or retribution.” Those bitter 
experiences motivated her to join the camps in the forest to fight for democracy in Burma and 
later in Myanmar.  
 At the same time, all interviewees admitted that they did not understand democracy or 
concepts related to human rights in those days. As Moe reported, “The socialist government was 
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so smart in its propaganda that we didn’t know that ethnic groups were suffering injustices and 
inequality, or anything about federalism. We didn’t have any idea why the groups were fighting 
against the government.” 
3.3 Grasping the Federalism Concept 
After clarifying the background of the armed struggle and the interviewees’ motives for 
joining, I asked them how they had learned about federalism and who had introduced it to them. 
In reply, Nyein said,  
When I went to the camps in the forest, I saw many villages being burned down and left 
behind by the villagers, who were ethnic Karen. They had to flee from their homes in 
order to avoid direct confrontation with the government forces. I was shocked. Even in 
the camps where we lived alongside them, members of the ethnic group would announce 
our approach by saying “pa yaw he lay,” which in Karen means, “the Barma [or 
Burmese] guys are coming,” which has a negative connotation. Their distrust of us 
embedded in their hearts was deep. The Mon ethnic people would also say, “ha mal ka 
lein,” which means “the Burmese are coming.” That phrase is used as a threat by old 
folks to get their young children to stop crying. Those bitter experiences urged me to 
seriously consider issues about ethnical inequality and injustice in the country.  
To that, he added: 
I first learned about federalism from a Karen leader named Pho Thar Aye. He explained 
to me the differences between feudalism and federalism, as well as about the inaccurate 
Bamar history of Burma and Myanmar and mentioned the annexation of ethnic people’s 
lands and territories by Bamar feudal kings. Pho Thar Aye asserted that the Bamar kings’ 
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motive was simply to take possession of the lands without any high ideal of uniting and 
building a modern Myanmar as claimed by Bamar historians. 
For Nyein, reflecting on the Karen leaders’ views and his personal experiences taught him the 
necessity and importance of federalism. By contrast, Win stated:  
I learned about politics and federal concepts during my childhood from reading my 
father’s books. He had been a public servant under the socialist government for many 
years. However, my knowledge about those political ideas and concepts was quite 
shallow. In my hometown, I encountered many armed ethnic groups, but I didn’t 
understand why they were fighting against the government. I simply assumed that these 
armed groups were collecting taxes by force. I saw them in a negative light—as major 
burdens and as troublemakers for the people—and I even volunteered to be a security 
guard to protect innocent people from harm. 
Win further observed that: 
There had been a huge gap in the relations of the armed ethnic groups and the political 
mainstream for decades. When students began to go underground to take up arms, they 
began to realize that other students from different ethnic groups were also involved in the 
struggle against the government. We were trained by different armed ethnic groups such 
as the Kachin Independence Army, the Karen Nation Union, the Mon army, and the 
Karenni army. It took a lot of hardship and quite a long time for us to be accepted by 
those groups as true partners who were fighting for the same goal.  
Remembering her own experience, Pwint recounted: 
I learned about federalism from the ethnic community near where the ABSDF camp was. 
I was trained to use guns by the Karenni National Progressive Party. In the camp, I was in 
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charge of education and participated as a member of the Allied Diplomacy Committee. 
While I was teaching ethnic children, I got closer to the ethnic community. We had 
conversations with them every night, and I was able to hear, learn, and observe and began 
to understand their stories, their hardships, and their experiences with discrimination at 
the hands of the military regime. 
She added, “From those experiences, I realized that ethnic people don’t fight for secession from 
the Union but to enjoy their right to autonomy and equality and for federalism.” Last, Moe 
reported: 
We opened what we called a “jungle university,” and I was the principal. Most of the 
members started to learn about democracy and human rights in the camps in the forest. 
From the armed ethnic groups, we came to understand what federalism really means. We 
lacked exposure to different political systems and ideologies as students at the 
universities in our very isolated nation. So, at first, it was quite difficult for us to 
understand why armed ethnic groups were fighting against the government. However, 
from our friends and alliances, we gained experience and got insights that enriched our 
political knowledge. As students, we were open-minded and able to easily absorb those 
new ideologies and concepts. We were deeply convinced that there would be no genuine 
peace in the country unless Myanmar adopted and started practicing federalism as a way 
to resolve one of the most important political issues in the country. Due to all of those 
experiences and convictions, the ABSDF made a resolution to introduce federalism in the 
country. It became one of the four main objectives of the organization. The ABSDF also 
publishes the Federalism Study Journal, which addresses concepts and practices of 
federalism from around the world.  
83 | P a g e  
 
To all of that, Win added, “Among the Bamar political forces at the national level, the ABSDF is 
the only group that systematically studies federalism and publishes literature.” Later, he went on 
to say, “Eventually, the armed ethnic groups allowed us to hold guns, but that was quite a long 
time after we had completed basic arms training. Only after fighting many battles with them 
against the government did they start to allow us to have guns and start to call us not “payaw” 
(‘Bamar’) but “payaw kyaw phoee,” which means ‘Bamar students.’”  
On the matter of drafting a federal constitution, the ABSDF did not attempt it alone but 
actively cooperated with the Democratic Alliance of Burma (DAB) within their occupied areas. 
The DAB was an enlarged coalition of the National Democratic Front (NDF), a major political 
organization of minorities, civil society groups, and minority forces that opposed being governed 
by Burman military authoritarianism (Silverstein, 2002, pp. 7–8).  
 3.4 Models of Federalism for Myanmar 
To clarify what sort of federal model or models the interviewees approved, I asked them 
about what kind of model the ABSDF considers to be the most suitable for Myanmar. I was 
surprising to learn that despite their full support of federalism, the ABSDF has not endorsed any 
one type or model of federalism. In fact, in its federalism study guide, the ABSDF only explains 
practices of federalism in different countries such as the United States, Germany, and India. 
Nyein, a former member of the ABSDF who is now actively involved in a political think tank in 
Myanmar, stated, “What ethnic groups demand is a federal model in which states have authority 
over residual power and the federal government exercises control only over foreign affairs, 
finance, the monetary system, and so on.” Nyein added: 
That kind of model can be called a “coming together” model, which has been practiced in 
the United States. I agree that we need to have federalism in Myanmar. In reality, the 
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country has experienced many changes throughout its history. We’re now practicing a 
“putting together” model designed by the military regime, with a state-building structure 
and mechanisms already in place, to a certain extent. The Burmanization system of the 
state-building process has been going on for far too long and is already established in 
Myanmar. Bamar people are spreading into many parts of the country, even in states 
where most of the people are members of ethnic groups. At political meetings and 
conferences, the common language—Bamar—is used for communication by every 
participating ethnic leader and representative. Such a scenario, in which all ethnic groups 
use the same language in a national political dialogue, is rare on the international stage. 
So, instead of trying to apply the so-called “coming together” model, we need a “staying 
together” model. We should begin by reviewing what kind of concurrent power is 
possible in the 2008 constitution. We can strike a balance of power by gradually sharing 
power and transferring it from the federal to the state level. No matter what, we need to 
also consider demographic changes as other major factors. In some ethnic states, I would 
bet that the Bamar people are becoming the majority group. For example, in Mon State, 
the indigenous ethnic Mon people probably make up only 30% of the population. . . . The 
awareness of federalism among the Bamar majority is also very low. I’ve observed that 
many Bamar civil society groups do not actively engage in any national or civil society 
forum organized by other ethnic groups. Representatives from Bamar groups often have 
ideas about peace and issues among ethnic groups that are quite different from other 
representatives in those forums. 
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Win, currently a top decision maker within the ABSDF, said,  
The ABSDF firmly believes in the need for federalism in Myanmar, and there’s a policy 
for openly negotiating in the 21st-Century Peace Conference. Personally, I think that we 
need federalism based on ethnic groups instead of territories. We need to find solution for 
ethnic groups so that they can have autonomy, so we can’t imitate any other country’s 
federal model but need to create a system that’s suitable to Myanmar’s situation and 
history.  
Pwint, a current member of the Central Executive Council of the ABSDF, agreed: 
The Indian model could be usable to solve our country’s problem. However, Myanmar’s 
crises and conflicts are deep and complex. Each ethnic state has its own unique situation. 
When we were in exile, we used to propose dividing the nation racially or regionally into 
eight states, in which the ethnic Bamar have only one state. But it’s clear that that won’t 
be possible. I think that federalism in Myanmar should involve seven states for the 
Kachin, Kayah, Karen, Chin, Mon, Rakhine, and Shan, some new nationality-based states 
[i.e., amyotar myar pyinee] for the Bamar, and ones for small ethnic groups as well. That 
would be more practical. 
Moe, a former member of the ABSDF, stated:  
We’ve heard many ideas and suggestions from international experts about federalism for 
Myanmar. Ethnic groups prefer the Swiss model, but because Switzerland is a small 
country, that model might not work in Myanmar. What I worry about the most is that 
whatever federal model we adopt, the conflicts will persist anyway; only the style or 
nature of the conflicts will change. Therefore, we need an effective mechanism to resolve 
the conflicts. Under federalism, there will likely be a crisis at the sub-state level. In 
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Kachin State, there are many sub-tribes who don’t identify as Kachin. Likewise, in Shan 
State, the Wa tribe doesn’t belong to the Shan ethnic category. Even now, we can see the 
conflict between the armed ethnic groups. Federalism is also very expensive. Our country 
is only a developing one, and if the government ends up supporting curricula for all of the 
ethnic languages in the country, I don’t think that it will be able to cope with the 
challenges. That’s just one issue among many. We need federalism, but we should take 
that step carefully and following a thoughtful process. We shouldn’t rush.  
3.5 A New Name for the Country 
Anytime when the politically sensitive topic has been debated among politicians, ethnic 
political leaders have indicated a need for a new name for the country in the place of Myanmar31 
that represents all ethnic groups within its borders. Addressing that concern, Nyein stated, “In the 
exiled area, we often discussed the issue with ethnic groups but never reached an agreement. The 
topic can spark many arguments in the political sphere, so I don’t think that name change will 
happen any time soon.” The other interviewees expressed a similar view on the controversy. 
Among them, Win stated, “Ultimately, what the ethnic groups really want is not a new name for 
the country but a sense of belonging to their country—in other words, a spirit of ownership. If 
we could together build a genuine federal democracy in the country, then no one will really care 
about what it’s called.” 
3.6 Conclusion 
This chapter has reflected the extent to which all ethnic groups in Burma and, later, in 
Myanmar have pursued a federal democracy via different means. It has also considered that 
histories of Myanmar in relation to federalism should not ignore how much the country’s 
                                                          
31 In 1989, without consulting the public or holding any referendum, the military junta, claiming that “Burma” was a 
colonially imposed name, changed the country’s name to “Myanmar.”  
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students have sacrificed to realize such a democracy. As the interviews revealed, understanding 
federalism and its practices is as important as being aware of the variety of federal models that 
have been practiced throughout history.  Interestingly, all the interviewees got to comprehend the 
concept of federalism fully only when they met with ethnic armed groups from the ethnic races.  
Based on my discussions with the interviewees, many federal arrangements are possible, among 
which the so-called “staying together” model merits particular attention. According to Nyein’s 
explanation, a “staying together” model could be defined as a federal model that focuses on 
demographic aspects within Myanmar, despite the fact that such an idea is rarely mentioned, if at 
all, in political discussions in the country. The idea of forming nationality-based states could be a 
practical federal arrangement instead of placing all Bamar people in a single state.  
The matter of drafting a federal constitution for Myanmar in 1993 by the DAB in exiled 
areas stands as proof of how some ethnic groups and politicians are ready to embrace a federal 
system and that the concept of federalism is not entirely new or strange in politics in Myanmar. 
In particular, the ABSDF deserves credit for bridging understandings between the Bamar and the 
rest of the country’s population about the potential of federalism, and in that sense, the 
organization’s experiences can be priceless resources for developing a social contract for 
Myanmar’s severely divided society.  
However, to elucidate what type or types of federalism may be effective in Myanmar, it 
is necessary to investigate existing theories and models regarding federalism. To that end, in the 
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Chapter 4 
Processes, Types and Theoretical Approaches of Federalism 
4.1 Introduction 
 The presentation of this dissertation is organized into two parts. The first part, from 
chapter one to chapter three, focused on the contemporary political changes and historical 
analysis of Myanmar politics, investigating the forces that have led the conflict to this extent. 
This part of analysis presented the realities of Myanmar politics that are ongoing in the country. 
However, the second part, chapter four to chapter six, largely analysed the the theoretical 
dimension of federalism. As mentioned in previous chapters, Myanmar is now at a crucial point 
in transitioning from military rule to a federal democratic system and experiencing all of the 
daunting challenges and uncertainties inherent in that process. Amid that transition, the chief 
concern raised by stakeholders such as politicians, journalists, and ethnic leaders regarding the 
peace-building process has been the lack of any blueprint for the kind of federal democracy that 
Myanmar might adopt in the future. To date, even elected leaders have not formed any firm plan 
for the country’s future governance beyond hosting dialogues about the peace-building process. 
Therefore, in this chapter, I discuss the theory of federalism, models of federal power sharing, 
and kinds of federalism and democracy currently practiced in the international political arena. 
 Since the end of World War II, international political establishments have endorsed 
federalism as a useful instrument in state building. In general, federalism involves the sharing of 
power in governance between a nation and its constituent states. Today, nearly 25 nations 
employ federalism, 40% of the world’s population lives under federal systems, and 70% of the 
world’s states are considered to be federal ones, the overwhelming majority of which are in India 
(Dye & MacManus, 2014, p. 68; Peterson, 2004, p. 12; Watts, 1999, pp. 8–10). In particular, 
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federalism has been able to address complex issues related to autonomy in newly independent 
nations of the world, including recently formed ones such as India, Nigeria, and Malaysia 
(Rothschild, 1966, pp. 275 –276). 
 As the concept of federalism is broad and ambiguous, Ronald Watts’theory of the seven 
characteristics of federalism and Ivo Duchacek’s ten yardsticks of federalism are useful theories 
to measure the levels of federalism in each country. Alfred Stepan also developed three 
federalism process: coming together, holding together and putting together. This explanation of 
federalism process helps to trace back to historical transformation of federalism in each country 
which supplemented Tarlton’s two types of federalism, symmetrical and asymmetrical. These 
two types of federalism are fundamental models to establish appropriate federal power-sharing 
models for individual countries based on the local demography and context. Watts extended the 
explanation of this power-sharing models into a bigger picture as such that there are seven 
species of power sharing models being practiced in the world.  
 Among those countries, India and United States of America (USA) are best example 
countries as they adopt the two fundamental forms of power sharing, symmetry and asymmetry. 
Such appropriate power-sharing forms led the country endure to sustain democracy despite being 
severly divided countries with regards to ethnicity, religions and languages. The USA’ equal 
representation at the legislature and India’s special autonomy zones provided for uniques areas 
are federalism’s remarkable practicability to various political contexts.  Ivo Duchacek’s yardstick 
is chiefly adopted in discussing the comparative federal systems of USA, India and Myanmar in 
this second part.    
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4.2 Definition of Federalism 
 The word federation derives from the Latin word foedus, which means ‘treaty or 
agreement’. More fully, a federation is an agreement made between two sets or levels of 
government: a central or federal government and any number of state governments. By extension, 
federalism is roughly defined as the division of power between those levels (Duchacek, 1970, p. 
192; Elazar, 1979; Riker, 1964, p. 5; Wheare, 1963, p. 2). However, federalism also presents 
significant ambiguity, and as Alberta Sbragia has pointed out, “All scholars of federalism find it 
impossible to agree on a common definition” (Law, 2013, p. 90). Likewise, in practice, 
federalism can mean different things to different people (Agnew, 1995, p. 299; Elazar, 1987, p. 
15; Sawer, 1969, p. 2).  
 Among scholars who have sought to define federalism, Burns (1960) has posited that: 
A federal system of government is one in which a Constitution divides 
governmental powers between the central or national government, and 
constituent government or state government giving substantial functions to each. 
Neither the central nor the state receives its powers from the other; both derive 
them from a common source, the constitution. Finally, both levels of government 
operate through their own agents and exercise power directly over individuals. (p. 
83) 
By comparison, K. C. Wheare’s (1967) more constrained definition of the term holds that 
“Federalism is a system which consists of two sets of governments which are independent, co-
ordinate and distinct” (p. 10). Offering more criteria by which to recognize the concept in 
practice, William Riker (1964) has observed that “A constitution is federal if (1) two levels of 
government rule the same land and people; (2) each level has at least one area of action in which 
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it is autonomous; and (3) there is some guarantee . . . of the autonomy of each government in its 
own sphere” (p. 12). Meanwhile, the interpretation of A. H. Birch is that “A federal system of 
government is one in which there is a division of powers between one general and several 
regional authorities, each of which, in its own sphere, is coordinate with the other, and each of 
which acts directly on the people through its own administrative agencies” (as cited in Wheare, 
1967, p. 10). 
 Despite their nuances, all of those definitions generally suggest that federalism is a form 
of government in which power and resources are fairly distributed between two levels of 
government: the national government and the various state governments. The definitions also 
generally maintain that federalism is distinguishable from a unitary form of government in which 
power is concentrated at only one level. In that light, federalism can be conceived as a division 
of power that differentiates a federal state from a unitary one (Dosenrode, 2010, p. 10). After all, 
unitary states do not have such divisions of power per se, or at least they cannot be called 
genuine divisions of power, unless a mechanism or condition is in place that prevents the central 
government from over-reaching into member states (Burgess 2006, pp. 220–224). At the same 
time, federalism also differs from decentralization, in which the central government unilaterally 
and without the consent of regional government gives powers to institutions. However, the 
central government can rescind that power at any point without the consent of another regional 
government (Frenkel, 1986, p. 241). Principally, in a federal form of government, both central 
and regional authorities are interlinked and interconnected with each other.  
4.3 The Characteristics of Federalism  
 Although clarifying the structure of any federal system is a complicated undertaking, the 
essential features of federalism proposed by Ronald Watts (1996) and the 10 yardsticks of 
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federalism suggested by Duchacek (1970) provide effective standards for measuring any 
country’s adherence to federalism. According to Watts, a federation represents a particular 
system in which neither the federal nor state governments, nor any of the constituent units, are 
constitutionally subordinate to the other. Instead, each has sovereign powers derived from the 
constitution instead of from another level of government; each is empowered to deal with 
citizens in exercising its legislative, executive, and taxing powers; and each is directly elected by 
its citizens. Watts (2007) thus argues that a fully developed federal system is embedded in seven 
structural characteristics: 
(1) Two orders of government, the central and state government, each of which has the power 
and authority to issue orders directly to citizens without the other’s consent; 
(2) The constitutionally based distribution of authority and power in the executive and legislative 
branches to ensure genuine autonomy in the allocation of revenue resources; 
(3) A provision for the designated representation of distinct regional views within federal 
policymaking institutions, usually in the form of a body of regional representatives in a federal 
legislative chamber; 
(4) A federal constitution that may not be amended by the government without the consent of the 
federal legislative body and of the majority of the groups or states concerned; 
(5) States or units of the federation with the power and authority to create, enforce, and amend 
their respective constitutions as long as such procedures are conducted in accordance with the 
federal constitution; 
(6) Judges (e.g., a supreme court) to arbitrate the interpretation and application of the federal 
constitution; and 
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(7) Ways and means established to facilitate collaboration between the concerned bodies when 
authority and responsibilities in governance are shared or overlap. (p. 4) 
 In addition to Watts’s (2007) seven characteristics of federalism, Duchacek (1970) has 
proposed another set of structural characteristics, derived from the U.S. Constitution, that 
distinguish federalism as a specific form of governance. Duchacek conceived those 
characteristics as 10 yardsticks for determining the extent to which a nation’s system is a federal 
one. By name, they are the presence of exclusive control over foreign relations, immunity against 
secession, an independent sphere of central authority, the possibility to amend the federal 
constitution, indestructible identity and autonomy, residual and significant powers, bicameralism 
and equal representation, two sets of independent courts, a supreme court, and a clear division of 
powers. As questions, the yardsticks can be articulated as follows: 
1. Does the central authority have exclusive control over diplomacy and defense as befits a 
nation-state in its relations with other nation-states? 
2. Is the federal union constitutionally immune against dissolution by secession? 
3. Is the exercise of the central authority as it reaches all citizens directly independent of the 
individual approval and resources of the component units? 
4. Who has the ultimate control over amendments to the federal constitution? 
5. Are the component units immune to the elimination of their identity and authority? 
6. Is the collective sharing in federal rule making adequately secured by the equal representation 
of unequal units in a bicameral system? 
7. Are there two independent sets of courts: one for interpreting and one for adjudicating federal 
laws? 
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8. Is there a judicial authority in the central government but standing above that central authority 
and the components units to determine their respective rights? 
9. Do the component units retain all of the powers that the constitution has not given to the 
central authority? 
10. Is the territorial division of authority is clear and unambiguous? 
Among the many sets of criteria for recognizing federal systems of governance, Watts’s (2007) 
and Duchacek’s (1970) are commonly adopted in studies on federalism. In comparison between 
these two theories, it can be seen that Watt’s theory of federalism stresses upon the structure part 
of federalism, such as the need of two levels of government, independent judiaicary and 
constitution. On the other hand, Duchacek’s theory, however emphasized on the essence of 
federalism. This theory prioritises the quality of federalism of a country. Therefore, Duchacek’s 
theory is utilized in this dissertation. Although it is unquestionably important to develop 
theoretical criteria as standards of federalism, developing a federal structure for a state that suits 
its unique context and situation is the more important task in practice. To develop such theory, a 
more dynamic view of federalism is needed. It will not be enough without investigating the 
process of federalism and how the federalism is operated into various forms. In the following, 
the presentation focuses on these theories.      
4.4 Process and Types of Federalism 
 Generally, there are three processes of federalism: coming together (i.e., a centripetal 
process), holding together (i.e., a centrifugal process), and putting together. First, in the 
centripetal process of coming together, federations can be founded in countries where two or 
more sovereign or independent states agree to establish a federal system for economic well-being 
or in response to the likelihood of war, among other circumstances. The process of coming 
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together benefits economic development by negating barriers to trade and promoting peace. 
Moreover, because the resulting federal system stems from an entirely voluntary federal union, 
having the approval of its various states almost always benefits the nation (Stepan, 2010). 
 Second, in the centrifugal process of holding together, federations can be founded when 
large nations distribute power among their constituent states, each of which receives sovereignty 
over its own policies. Such federations stand opposite to ones formed by the process of coming 
together, which focuses on creating a union or central government at the expense of the 
sovereignty of each constituent state. By contrast, federations that emerge from the process of 
holding together are recognized as following a political approach geared toward preserving a 
disintegrating unitary state or managing ethnic divisions, if not both (Stepan, 2010). 
 Third, a ruling people can by force unite the different races, groups, or various parts of a 
country and construct a federation. Such a process occurred in the Soviet Union, more formally 
called the Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), in which communist leaders put 
together some 16 republics as parts of a federation marked by strong centralization (Stepan 1999, 
p. 23). According to Stepan’s (1999) categorization, Myanmar also seems to have emerged from 
the process of putting together, because its different ethnic groups are joined together as a 
federation. 
 Stepan’s theories of the process of federalism is advantageous in learning the background 
history of each country’s federalism process. However, this theory vastly emphasizes on the 
historical process of federalism which is not directly advantageous for countries that are in 
transition to federalism democracy. For such transition countries, more concrete federal designs 
that can be considered in formulating contextual power-sharing for individual country is needed. 
Tralton proposed a model for such demand. Broadly speaking, federations come in two types: 
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symmetrical and asymmetrical. To clarify the two types, Tarlton (1965) analyzed the effects of 
federal asymmetry on conflict in order to identify “the diverse ways in which each member state 
in a federal system is able to relate to the system as a whole, the central authority, and each 
member state” (p. 861). On the one hand, in an ideal symmetrical federal system, units of equal 
territory and population within a federation exhibit similar cultural patterns, social groupings, 
political institutions, and relationships with the political center. In theory, given such 
fundamental similarity, each state is concerned with solving the same sorts of problems as well 
as with developing the same sorts of potential. In that sense, no significant differences emerge 
from one state to another in terms of major issues about which political organization of a state 
might be concerned (Tarlton, 1965, p. 868).  
 On the other, in the ideal asymmetrical federal system, the units of the federation 
correspond to “differences of interest, character, and makeup that exist within the whole society” 
(Tarlton, 1965, p. 869). Following Livingston (as cited in Tarlton, 1965), an asymmetrical 
federal government is one in which political institutions correspond to the real social federalism 
that exists under them. In an asymmetrical federal system, each constituent unit has a unique 
feature or set of features that distinguish it in important ways, including in its interests, from 
those of all other states or the system as a whole (Tarlton, 1965, p. 868). In Myanmar, given the 
condition of dozens32 of ethnic groups, the federal system to be developed will have to be an 
asymmetrical one and accommodate power sharing in accordance with the population, spread, 
and the distinct nature of each ethnic constituency. Although Ronald Watts’ theory of the 
characteristics of federalism fails to grasp the genuine federal concept, his explanation of the 
several power-sharing systems has hugely benefited the federal literatures. Based on Tarlton’s 
                                                          
32 Eight major national ethnic races with 135 ethnic tribes. The major national ethnic races are: Kachin, Kayah, 
Karen, Chin, Mon, Bamar, Rakhine and Shan. 
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model, Watts supplements the theory by adding eight systems of power sharing being practiced 
in different countries.   
4.5 Federal Political Systems: Several Species of Federalism 
 Given the contractual relationships in federal systems, it is possible to conceive 
federalism, to use a biological analogy, as a genus consisting of several species (Elazar, 1987, p. 
7). In an extension of the analogy, Watts (1999, p. 2) has described every species of federalism 
as a “federal political system,” a descriptive term that nevertheless applies to a broad category of 
political systems. In all of those systems, in contrast to the single source of central authority in 
unitary systems, two or more levels of government exist that combine elements of shared rule via 
common institutions and regional self-rule by the constituent units. Of course, that broad 
category also encompasses a spectrum of specific, non-unitary types of federal systems, 
including federations and non-federations.  
 One such species, as presented earlier, is a federation, which establishes a common 
general government in which to form a polity, constituent units both govern themselves and 
share the common constitutional government of the whole. In that species of federalism, the 
general government has direct access to every citizen and supremacy in areas in which it is has 
been granted authority (Wheare, 1963, p. 32). 
 A second species is a confederation, a form of federalism in which the constituent units 
form a union but retain most of their sovereign and constituent powers. The units establish and 
maintain continuous control over the general government, which may exercise power over 
citizens only by way of the units. Provided prior constitutional agreement, the individual units 
may secede from the union without its general consent. Currently, the best example of a 
confederation is the European Union (Hughes, 1963, pp. 50–51). 
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 Third, a federacy refers to an asymmetrical relationship between a federated state and a 
large federated power that provides the potential for their union on the basis of the federated 
state’s maintaining greater internal autonomy by foregoing certain forms of participation in the 
government of the federated power. Both Puerto Rico and the Northern Marianas are federacies 
of the United States (Friedrich, 1968, pp. 24–25).  
 A fourth species of federalism is an associated statehood, which is similar to a federacy 
in the way that a confederation is similar to a federation—that is, both are equally asymmetrical. 
However, in an associated statehood, the relationships between the union and the constituents 
can be dissolved by any of the units acting alone on prearranged terms. Consequently, the 
stability of their arrangements is less secure (Stevens, 1977, p. 177; Watts, 1999, p. 5).  
 Fifth, a union is another species of federalism, one in which the federal arrangement 
involves the union of constituent entities, all of which preserve their integrity primarily through 
their shares in the common government. A prime example is the United Kingdom of England, 
Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland (Elazar, 1987, p. 59).  
 A sixth species of federalism is a unitary federal structure, or a federation with relatively 
little independence. Examples include Austria, Australia, and Canada.  
 Seventh, condominiums represent relationships in which a political unit functions under 
the joint rule of two or more external states such that the inhabitants maintain substantial internal 
self-rule. For example, from 1278 to 1993, Andorra functioned as a condominium under the joint 
rule of France and Spain.  
 An eighth and final federal species is a league (e.g., the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization), which represents a network of relationships among politically independent 
polities that exists for a specific set of purposes. In a league, members function not by way of a 
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government but via a common secretariat, from which members may unilaterally withdraw at 
any time (Watts, 1992, p. 3). After discussing the theories and models of federalism in general, it 
is important to formulate suitable approaches that can analyse each individual country’s 
federalism system. Only by such approaches, suitable federal model, which is the purpose of this 
diseertation, can be formulated. 
4.6 Theoretical Approaches to Federalism  
 Although theorists have followed various approaches in examining the nature and 
functions of federalism, those approaches can be broadly categorized as either normative or 
empirical. On the one hand, using normative approaches, scholars have addressed the positive 
and negative aspects of federalism from ideological and institutional standpoints (Burris, 2001, 
pp. 5440–5444). Among their results, proponents of normative approaches have asserted that 
federalism contributes to generating peace, security, a sense of citizenship, and democracy. On 
the other hand, following empirical approaches, as David Shapiro has explained (as cited in 
Burris, 2001, p. 5440), their opponents have countered that federalism only exacerbates region-
based inequalities and the oppression of minorities by the dominant group at the local level. In 
their empirical studies, according to Shapiro (as cited in Burris 2001, pp. 5440–5442), such 
scholars have primarily addressed issues concerning the characteristics of federations, including 
the division of power between the central and regional governments, the nature of relationships 
among the various levels of government, differences among the types of federalism, techniques 
for sustaining the operations of federalism, and the causes and effects of establishing and 
withdrawing from federalism.  
 Aside from the differences between the normative or theoretical approach and the 
empirical or operative one for investigating aspects of federalism, neither has been applied to 
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clarify some major issues concerning federalism that continue to require in-depth study. To 
overcome that limitation, other conceptualization of federalism have also been put forward. For 
one, Anthony H. Birch (1966) has characterized federalism not as a state of being but as a matter 
of degree, as a quality of society, as a process, and as a means of sharing power. By contrast, 
Lori Thorlakson (2003) has conceived federalism in terms of social, constitutional and 
governmental as well as political aspects. For a clearer illustration, the following table shows 
how such diverse ways of federal power-sharing systems are being practiced in different 
countries. 
 Table 3. Examples of Varieties of Federal Arrangements  
Decentralised 
Union 































































































































 Source: Ronald Watts (1999, p. 9)33 
                                                          
33 www.forumfed.org (site visited March 3, 2019) 
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After having investigated the ways of power-sharing in federalism in general, it is necessary to 
explore analytical tool to examine each individual country. Altogether, political scientists and 
theorists have applied different approaches in seeking to answer questions about federalism and 
federations. The following subsections present a discussion of such approaches that are relevant 
to accomplishing the purpose of this dissertation to investigate why Myanmar fails to establish a 
sustainable federal democracy. 
4.6.1 Legal and Constitutional Approaches 
 In studying federalism, one of the most fundamental steps is to analyse the existing 
constitution and laws of a country. Therefore, scholars have also followed legal and 
constitutional approaches that involve focusing on the role of state constitutions in charting the 
necessary institutional frameworks for the division of power between the central and regional 
governments (Sawer, 1969; Wheare, 1963). K. C. Wheare (1963), a key proponent of such 
approaches, has positioned the United States, by virtue of the U.S. Constitution, as the 
prototypical modern federation. He defines a federal government as: 
 An association of states so organized that powers are divided between a general 
government which in certain matters—for example, the making of treaties and coining of 
money—is independent of the governments of the associated states, and, on the other hand, state 
governments which in certain matters, in their turn, are independent of the general government. 
(Wheare, 1963, p. 2) 
 By extension, Wheare (1963) defines the federal principle as “the method of dividing 
powers so the general and regional governments are each, within a sphere, co-ordinate and 
independent” (p. 10). Of course, Wheare’s ideas about federalism have been censured as rigid, 
legalistic, and inflexible. Whereas some critics have attributed those limitations to his narrow 
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emphasis on the formal division of power, others have criticized his use of the U.S. model as a 
prototype for all other modern federations (Birch, 1966, p. 16; Livingston 1952, p. 81). 
 Despite those weaknesses, legal and constitutional approaches to understanding 
federalism can nevertheless help to illuminate conceptualizations of federalism, identify its 
peculiarities as opposed to unitary systems of government, and clarify the division of power 
between general and regional governments (Burgess, 1993, p. 17). Both approaches routinely 
highlight that unilateral changes to constitutions by either of the two orders of government are 
strictly forbidden (Duchacek, 1970, p. 203), a stipulation found in nearly all federal constitutions 
that demand a rigid procedure for constitutional amendments. 
 Legal and constitutional approaches also underscore that, in federalism, an independent 
court (i.e., supreme or constitutional court) needs to be appointed and empowered to adjudicate 
constitutional disputes (Wheare, 1963). Due to the embedded superior power and authority of the 
federal constitution over the two orders of government, independent, constitutional courts are 
assigned to make constitutional interpretations in most federal countries. In federations such as 
the United States, their constitutional interpretative authority (i.e., judicial review) enables them 
to engage in making public policy to some degree, albeit not without controversy (Duchacek, 
1970, pp. 255–256). 
 Last, bicameralism is essential to federalism from the perspective of legal and 
constitutional approaches. The dominant features of the legislature in a federal system are a 
lower house with proportional representatives elected from the citizens and an upper house 
composed of equal or qualified representatives from the units of the federation (Duchacek, 1970, 
p. 234; Elazar, 1987, p. 183). Between them, the lower chamber is mostly responsible for 
generating public policy concerning regional affairs. 
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4.6.2 Sociological Approaches 
In examining federalism, the chief purpose of following sociological approaches is to 
analyze the relationships among various societies and forms of federalism. Among federalism 
scholars, William S. Livingston and Will Kymlicka expanded the study of federalism from 
sociological perspective of view by recovering federalism from the legal orthodoxy of K. C. 
Wheare and A. V. Dicey. Therefore, William S. Livingston is recognized as the first exponent of 
this theory (Verma, 1986, p.42). According to Livingston,  
 “The essential nature of federalism is to be sought for, not in the shadings of legal and 
constitutional terminology, but in the forces—economic, social, political, cultural—that 
have made the outward forms of federalism necessary” (p. 83).  
Livingston also differentiates the concept of “federal” and “plural” societies. According to 
Livingston, a federal society is one in which social cleavages are supported by geographical 
divisions and in a plural society, social diversities are spread throughout the society. In that light, 
Livingston’s concept of federal society prioritizes the role of geographical factors in economic, 
social, religious, and historical divisions within territories (p. 85). For the alternate explanation, 
the nature of the political society could be examined only by observing how the institutions 
worked in the context of that society. It was their operation, not their form which was important; 
federalism is a function not of constitutions but of societies (Burgess, 2006, p.29). 
The sociological theory of federalism is not also free from critical evaluation. Michael B. 
Stein (1968) has argued, however, that Livingston’s conceptualization of a federal society would 
be more applicable if it were “confined to a society that is both poly-ethnic and multi lingual in 
makeup” (p. 729). Livingston (1952), nevertheless, has observed that the federal systems of 
Switzerland and Canada have accommodated their countries’ strong concentrations of ethnic 
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groups by forming government structures that mediate between the need for autonomy and the 
need for union (as cited in Stein, 1968, p. 59). Another criticism from Geoffrey Sawer is that- 
Social attitudes and diversities, as enumerated by Livingston, are not specific to federalism. 
They may result in any kind of constitutional and political system ranging from a confederal 
alliance to a centralized system with a good deal of de-facto devolution. (Rath 1978, p. 578) 
In the same way, Venkatrangai considers this theory is too unsatisfactory by saying that, “the 
idea of federal society on which the sociological theory rests is vague and full of ambiguities, 
each scholar interpreting it and its bearing on federalism in his own way” (Rath 1978, p. 578). As 
a consequence of such deficiency in this approach, additional approach is necessary in exploring 
the dimension of federalism.  
4.6.3 Political and Ideological Approaches       
 Political and ideological approaches to federalism, by contrast, entail focusing on “the 
location of sovereignty, the protection of autonomy, and the genesis and evolution of the original 
federal contract” (Thorlakson, 2003, p. 3). Of interest in such approaches is the ideological 
foundation of federalism (Burgess, 2006; Riker, 1964; Stepan, 1999) and the connection between 
federalism and, for example, democracy, freedom, and political parties (Elazar, 1987; Kymlicka, 
1998; Riker, 1964). Ultimately, from an ideological standpoint, federalism emphasizes the 
exercise and maintenance of the liberty of the individual and the society via the distribution of 
power (Elazar, 1979a, p. 10; Gagnon & Charles, 1999, p. 85). 
 As observed by Daniel Weinstock (2001), the argument that federalism protects liberty 
assumes that “every government is a threat to individual liberty, and thus sees the proliferation of 
levels of government and the counterweights so created as favouring liberty” (p. 76). However, 
ideological approaches holding that federalism intends to guarantee democracy and freedom 
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typically pose challenges for different majorities and minorities at the national, regional, and 
local levels, as William Riker (1964) has observed: 
Federalism cannot be a guarantee (of majoritarian freedom) but rather can actually be an 
impediment. The effect of allowing ultimate decision at two levels of government (which 
is the essence of the federal relationship) is that the losers at the national level may 
reverse the decision at the constituent level. Thus, the losers nationally may become the 
winners locally, which of course negate the national decision in at least portions of the 
federal nation. Thereby, of course, the freedom of the national majority is infringed upon 
by local majorities. (p. 142) 
Riker (1964, p. 143) has also argued that federalism can contribute to the tyranny of the majority 
over local minorities. Despite that major potential drawback, political scientists have continued 
to follow political and ideological approaches in order to gauge the extent to which federal 
systems can deliver the highly valued decentralization of power and distribute more liberty to 
individuals and their communities (Duchacek, 1979; Riker, 1964; Stepan, 2001). 
 Discussions linking federalism and democracy date back to the writings of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and Immanuel Kant (Friedrich, 1955, p. 513). In The Social Contract, for example, 
Rousseau (as cited in Levi, 1992) maintains that democracy can develop only in small 
communities, because only a small number of people can realize true public involvement in 
managing communal matters. However, Rousseau also observes that a small community can be 
overwhelmed by a larger group, as a result of which democratic stability can be maintained only 
via the former’s incorporation into the latter based on the principle of popular self-rule. In 
response, Rousseau recommends the remedy of confederation as an “instrument for joining the 
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external power of a great people with the simple rule and the good order of a small state” (as 
cited in Levi, 1992, p. 289).  
 By extension, in his seventh thesis in the Idea for a Universal History with a 
Cosmopolitan Perspective, Kant applied Rousseau’s thinking by urging humankind “to step from 
the lawless condition of savages into a union of peoples” (as cited in Levi, 1992, p. 289). Kant’s 
proposed “foedus Amphictyonum” suggests giving even the smallest states in a federation a 
platform for exerting some influence in securing peace and justice, “not from their own power . . . 
but from the united power of the union, acting according to the decisions reached under the laws 
of their united will’ (as cited in Levi, 1992, pp. 287–288). More recently, Stepan (1999) has 
observed that  
Every single longstanding democracy in a territorially based multilingual and 
multinational policy is a federal state. Although there are many multinational polities in 
the world, few of them are democracies. Those multinational democracies that do exist, 
however, (Switzerland, Canada, Belgium, Spain, and India) are all federal. (pp. 19–20)  
Riker (1964) investigated that same trend by examining the practices of decentralization within 
the party system of the United States, in which he found that such practices have greatly 
influenced the maintenance of the U.S. federal system. By controlling the use of the 
organizational and ideological structures of political parties, national leaders are prevented from 
seizing power, according to Riker (1964, p. 101), who later added, “Since the two structures have 
close connection, federalism system is certain to utilize centralization if the structures of political 
parties themselves are fully centralized as in the Soviet Union and Mexico” (Riker, 1975, p. 137). 
Duchacek (1970) has also pointed out: 
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Political parties are sometimes called great centralizers or decentralizers of a federal 
system. Their number, internal structure, ideology, leader’s commitment to pluralism or 
unitary centralism, and actions are evidently related to the actual working of federalism. 
(p. 229) 
Consequently, a single, dominant, monolithic party system will not give way to political 
pluralism and a decentralized federal system but to totalitarianism or authoritarianism, in which 
free, fair contests for power do not exist (Duchacek, 1970, p. 330). 
 In the past two decades, researchers have started to investigate which political 
frameworks can promote the functioning of federal structures. In particular, the failures of the 
communist federations of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia were eye-openers for scholars that 
prompted them to conduct additional research on their underlying causes (O’Leary 2001; Stepan 
1999; Stepan 2001). As learned from those events, a federal system needs an open, liberal, 
democratic system. On that topic, Leslie Lipson’s (as cited in Duchacek, 1970, p. 335) has 
observed that “not all democracies have federal governments. Nevertheless, all genuine cases of 
federalism are found in democratic states.” In other words, federalism and democracy 
accompany one another, and successfully exercising federalism requires democracy in both 
regional autonomy and representation in the national government. No federal system works well 
without a democratic framework to support it, and federations that do operate in authoritarian 
political systems are nothing but shams (Burgess, 2006; O’Leary, 2001). 
4.7 Conclusion 
 This chapter has provided answers to theoretical questions raised in previous chapters 
regarding the definition of federalism and what kinds of federalism are practiced around the 
world. It has also discussed normative federal systems and the different ways of power sharing 
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practiced in different democratic countries. The theoretical analysis and descriptions of 
federalism and democracy in the chapter indicate the need to systematically analyze elements of 
Myanmar’s current political situation and to pinpoint an applicable model for the country to 
adopt from the various models available. Ignoring aspects of Myanmar’s national context would 
be disastrous for the country as it seeks to establish and implement a federal system, for such 
could perpetuate its current crises and conflicts, if not exacerbate them. At the same time, 
another end for Myanmar to avoid is adhering to a model that overly focuses on the local and 
neglects standards of federalism, as the Burmese Way to Socialism has exemplified. In that light, 
it is also crucial to investigate how countries have chosen federal systems that best accommodate 
elements of their geopolitical contexts.  
 In formulating a suitable federal system for Myanmar, in this dissertation I have drawn 
from all three approaches to federalism—the legal and constitutional, the sociological, and the 
political and ideological—for several reasons. As explained in the hypothesis statement, one 
cause of the exceptionally long civil war in Myanmar has been an institutional crisis grounded 
foremost in the unfair treatment of ethnic groups. Accordingly, an institutional design that 
addresses not only constitutional and legal matters (i.e., the hardware of state institutions) but 
also economic, social, and cultural ones (i.e., the software of state institutions) is necessary in 
Myanmar. Unless the political ideology attends to both kinds of matters and incorporates federal 
institutions with democracy, the transition to a federal democracy will be simply impossible, and 
Myanmar is no exception. 
 In discussing federalism’s applicability in Myanmar, many politicians have overly 
prioritized the role of the federal constitutional and legal approaches at the expense of the 
political culture of federalism. As this chapter has illustrated, it is vital to prepare a country for 
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federalism beyond merely articulating its institutional design. Moreover, the discussion of 
federalism and democracy herein has revealed how those political concepts are similar and 
reinforce each other. For example, a spirit of federalism should encourage civic values, a culture 
of negotiation and understanding, rule of law, and mutual respect, all of which are core values 
promoted by democracy. Consequently, it can be hypothesized that the greater the degree of 
democracy in a society, the easier it is to apply federalism there, and the greater the spirit of 
federalism, the deeper the culture of democracy.  
 In the next chapter, I discuss two federal democracies—India and the United States—
whose federal systems apply the various theoretical aspects discussed in this chapter. Both 
countries represent and practice different processes and types of federalism. Whereas the United 
States emerged from the process of coming together in a symmetrical type of federation, India 
emerged from the process of holding together in an asymmetrical one. Therefore, analyzing the 
two systems, both of which have been recognized as successful ones, means analyzing the two 
most fundamental federal systems practiced in the world. Moreover, scholars have often 
recommended India’s model as a blueprint for the type of federalist system that would most 
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Chapter 5 
Federal Democracy Models in the United States and India Compared 
5.1 Introduction 
Several resources reflected that international authors and Myanmar authors tend to have 
fond of USA politics for Myanmar. One of the main reasons could be as USA had a federal 
process of “coming together” in its early time which is similar to the Panglong Agreement in 
Myanmar where all ethnicities agreed together to establish an independent country through a 
“coming together” process. Therefore, the well-known Mantra of “Bamar one Kyat, Shan one 
Kyat”34 is quoted frequently by ethnic people to reclaim their equal share of power with the 
Bamar ethnic people. Such political background consistently reminds to visualize the symmetric 
federal models in the imaginations of all ethnicities in Myanmar.   
Moreover, Bertil Lintner, a journalist and political expert on Myanmar penned that 
despite not mentioning “Federalism” in its constitution, India`s model could be a successful 
model that Myanmar can follow (Bertil Lintner, 2017, p.169; The Irrawaddy March 8, 2014). In 
conducting the research interview which is discussed in chapter three, the respondents Aung Thu 
Nyein and Mi Suee Pwint also mentioned India`s model could offer lessons of power sharing 
systems to learn for Myanmar. Michael G Breen (2019, p. 9) also mentioned that India has been 
one important influence for the third emerging federal generations of Myanmar, Sri Lanka and 
Nepal. These authors` chief reason behind referring the India`s model is the existence of diverse 
ethnicities with different religions, languages and cultures.  
                                                          
34 Kyat is the basic monetary unit of Myanmar. This quote is originally coined by the late Aung San in 1947, as a 
promise to ethnic groups that they will certainly have an equal power with the ethnic Bamar. If the Bamar receives 
one kyat, the Shan, the Chin, the Kachin will also fairly own one kyat each. 
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Therefore, among the federal countries, with focus for the federal model of Myanmar, 
USA and India are particularly significance and frequent with logical justifications. Accordingly, 
with reference to the theoretical models of federalism and the three approaches to federalism 
elaborated in the previous chapter, this chapter analyzes federal practices as applied in two 
countries: the United States of America, classified as a symmetrical type of a “coming together” 
federation, and India, classified as an symmetrical type of a “holding together” federation.  
Both former British colonies, India is the world’s largest federal democracy, whereas the 
United States is the world’s oldest federal democracy. Although sustaining multiethnic 
populations, both nations exhibit strong national patriotism in their citizenry, and both of their 
capitals—New Delhi in India and Washington, DC, in the United States—are not the primary 
cultural or financial centers of their countries. Despite those similarities, both countries’ well-
established federal systems differ in significant ways, and each bears several features of 
federalism that are applicable to Myanmar as it seeks to establish and enact federalism.  
By adopting the sociological approaches and political and ideological approaches to 
federalism, the first part of this chapter analyses the democracy systems of USA and India 
including the civil military relations in both countries. In accordance with the legal and 
constitutional approaches to federalism, the second part of this chapter analyses the federal 
constitutions these two countries. In Comparative Federalism, Duchacek (1970) elaborates 10 
yardsticks on the basis of which the degree of federal features rooted in a country can be 
determined. In this chapter, I first briefly introduce the history of both India and the United 
States in relation to federalism, after which I compare their federal Constitutions in light of 
Duchacek’s (1970) 10 yardsticks of federalism by following a deductive approach (Bryman, 
2012). The chapter closes with an examination of the civil–military relations in both countries, 
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which bears particular import for Myanmar given its recent transition away from military 
dictatorships and the power still held by its military. 
5.2 History of Federalism in the United States  
Established in 1789 following the Philadelphia Convention of 1787, the United States 
was the first modern federation in world history. The Philadelphia Convention was held as a 
result of the failure of the postcolonial nation to confederate in 1781. In 1787, the Constitutional 
Convention, comprising 55 delegates from 12 states, drafted the present US Constitution and, in 
the process, invented the modern federation. The US Constitution is the oldest contemporary 
federal constitution, the framers of which foresaw that the country would have to actively 
accelerate the pace of economic development so as to compress the progress of centuries into 
mere decades by mobilizing national resources and using them appropriately under central 
leadership (Jain, 1968, pp. 303–308). On March 4, 1789, a newly formed government was 
inaugurated after the Constitution was ratified by conventions in 12 states. The most distinct 
aspect of federalism in the United States is its provision of the distribution of power, regarding 
which the US Constitution, in the eight sections and 18 clauses of Article 1, lists affairs that fall 
under federal authority, whereas other unspecified matters remain to the discretion of the states 
(Watts, 2008, p. 20). The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor 
prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people (USA 
Constitution). 
The United States is considered to sustain a fairly diverse but homogeneous society 
across the various parts of its federation, in which minority groups such as Asian Americans, 
African Americans, and Latino Americans reside in significant numbers but do not form a 
majority in any particular state. Each state and local government has its own political culture and 
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values regarding governmental institutions. The power structure is comparatively decentralized 
and symmetrical, for it assigns jurisdiction to the 50 states and accommodates exceptional 
situations in its commonwealths and associated nations (Watts, 2008, p. 8). Although the country 
originally comprised 13 states, the United States is currently a federation of 50 states with two 
commonwealths (i.e., Puerto Rico and the Northern Mariana Islands), three associated but 
independent nations (i.e., Federated States of Micronesia, the Marshall Islands, and the Republic 
of Palau), and three local home-rule territories (i.e., American Samoa, Guam, and the Virgin 
Islands). Furthermore, local governments in more than 40 states are granted constitutional home 
rule (Elazar, 1991, p. 308). Moreover, despite enduring civil war within the first century of its 
existence as a federation, the United States remains one of the most enduring federations in the 
world. It has proven the federation to be an effective, if not ideal, system of governance, and to 
varying degrees, all subsequent federations in the world have taken into account the 
constitutional design and operation of the United States in developing their own federal 
structures (Watts, 2008, p. 20). 
5.3 History of Federalism in India 
After gaining independence on July 4, 1947, India, as a 15-state federation, promulgated 
the Constitution of India on November 26, 1949. Shortly after, the Parliament of India drafted a 
new constitution that took effect on January 26, 1950 and established the Federal Union of India. 
As a result of that process, the Indian Federation was joined by the former Princely States, which 
later became full-fledged members of the Union (Sridhar, 2017, p. 12). 
India is a diverse, multilingual society with the second-largest population of any country 
in the world, roughly estimated to be 1.364 billion by the United Nations in 2019 (Worldometers, 
2019 March 9). The Indian government recognizes 18 regional languages as well as the official 
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language, Hindi, which is spoken by 40% of the population. Known as a secular, democratic, and 
republican nation, India consists of states reorganized largely on an ethnolinguistic basis from 
1956 to 1966 in response to demands for autonomy or statehood on the basis individual 
ethnolinguistic group. In an exceptional case, however, the state of Punjab is organized on a 
religious basis. Today, India is a federation of 29 states, seven federal territories, one federacy, 
and one associated state (Duhan, 2016, p. 1; Elazar, 1991, p. 122). 
In essence, the Constitution of India follows the British model, not that of the United 
States (Seervai, 1983, p. 159). The characteristics of its federalism originated from the 
Government of India Act of 1935, which was introduced by the British colonial government in 
an effort to establish a federal solution that would resolve conflicts experienced in India at the 
time (Watts, 2008, p. 37). Accommodating a large expanse of territory and one of the largest 
populations in the world, the writers of the Constitution of India were preoccupied with averting 
the potential disintegration of the nation. To maintain as much control of the country as possible, 
the Constituent Assembly of India proposed that the soundest framework would be a federation 
with a strong central government.  
However, due to the ethnolinguistic basis of states as well as powerful forces of 
regionalism on the subcontinent, India’s founding fathers constructed the fabric of Indian 
federalism on three pillars: a strong center, flexibility, and cooperative federalism (Jain, 1968, p. 
303). In particular, because the federation was not the result of an agreement by the states to join 
a federation, no state in India reserves the right to secede from the nation. The federation is thus 
a union because it is indestructible (Khanna, 2008, pp. 20–21). The architect of India’s 
Constitution, B. R. Ambedkar, used the term “union” in the Constitution instead of “federation” 
in order to clarify that the states had no right to secede from the Union and thereby establish 
115 | P a g e  
 
themselves as separate states (Duhan, 2016, p. 3). Therein, the major feature of the distribution 
of powers is a set of legislative powers: exclusive central power, exclusive provincial (e.g., state) 
power, concurrent power, and residual power, the last of which falls to the Union government. 
Nevertheless, as exemplified in the states of Jammu and Kashmir, a certain degree of asymmetry 
exists, since the powers given to those states differ from those granted to the rest (Watts, 2008, p. 
38). 
In what follows, after briefly explaining the histories of the United States and the 
Republic of India in relation to federalism, I analyze the similarities and differences of the two 
countries’ federal systems. As mentioned earlier, the United States represents a “coming together” 
federal system with symmetrical power sharing, whereas India represents a “holding together” 
federal system with asymmetrical power sharing. 
5.4 Similarities and Differences of Federal Democracy Systems in the United States and 
India 
Although several authors have compared the types of federalism in the United States and 
India, in the following discussion I analyze and supplement with greater resources those types 
anew with reference to the discussions of Rajagopal (2016), Jeswani (2016, April 9), and Lingam 
(2017 November 13).  
5.4.1 Similarities in Federal Democracy Systems in the United States and India 
First among their similarities, the federal systems of the United States and India are based 
on written constitutions. Although varying in the volume of articles and rigidity, both 
constitutions establish federal features and a federal arrangement of governance. Moreover, they 
allow for changes to be made to accommodate sometimes urgent changes in social, political, and 
economic demands. 
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Second, both documents guarantee citizens some fundamental rights. The US 
Constitution ensures such rights, including the right to the freedom of religion and to the freedom 
of speech in the Bill of Rights, whereas the Constitution of India assures similar rights in Part III, 
Articles 14–34. 
Third, in the USA Constitution, there is no explicit privision of no secession. The India 
Constitution prevents states from having unilateral power to secede from the union government. . 
Likewise, both Constitutions grant states the right to enact laws on particular matters or 
guarantee concurrent powers; in the latter case, laws enacted by the federal government override 
laws enacted by the states that address the same topics. 
Fourth, regarding the division of power, both the US Constitution and the Constitution of 
India prescribe a clear-cut separation of powers among branches of their federal structures, 
known as the legislative, executive and judiciary branches. For instance, in the executive branch 
in the United States, the president is the chief executive, whereas the prime minister is the chief 
of the executive body who heads the executive cabinet in India. Moreover, each country has a 
bicameral legislature; the US Congress has an upper house (i.e., the Senate) and a lower one (i.e., 
the House of Representatives), as does the Parliament of India (i.e., the Rajya Sabha and Lok 
Sabha, respectively). 
Fifth and last among the similarities of the US and Indian federal systems is the use of 
check and balances, which is asserted in the two countries to limit the power and authority of 
each branch of the government. In the United States, although the Constitution permits the 
president to appoint the chief justice of the Supreme Court, he or she has no power to impeach or 
remove any judge. At the same time, even if the Constitution allows the president to enter into 
treaties with other nations, those treaties have to be approved by the two thirds of the Senators in 
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order to take force. Furthermore, any law enacted by both houses of the legislature is subject to 
judicial review and can be declared null and void by the judiciary. Last, despite being the 
commander-in-chief, the president can be impeached by two thirds of the members of senates in 
the presence of the justices of the Supreme Court. In a similar way, both houses of the 
Parliament of India can remove the prime minister and the cabinet from power by passing a no-
confidence motion. Moreover, when necessary, policy decisions made by India’s prime minister 
can be enacted only with the requisite majority agreement of members of Parliament. Finally, the 
Supreme Court of India can review laws enacted by Parliament, although the chief justice and 
other Supreme Court justices are appointed by the president as recommended by the cabinet and 
the prime minister. 
5.4.2 Differences in Federal Democracy Systems in the United States and India 
Despite having many similar features, some differences exist in the federal systems of the 
United States and India, all of which are arguably tailored to suit the context of the respective 
nation. First among their differences, the federal systems in the United States and India exhibit 
variance in the structure of the Constitutions that establish them. For one, only a few pages in 
length, the US Constitution is brief, precise, and rigid. By contrast, the Constitution of India is 
voluminous, with 22 parts containing a total of 395 articles and 10 schedules. Furthermore, the 
provision of means to amend the US Constitution is limited; in more than 225 years, the US 
Constitution has been amended only 27 times, most recently in 1992. Conversely, the 
Constitution of India readily accommodates changes to its contents and has been amended 94 
times since 1950. 
Second, the balance of power between states and the nation differs in India and the 
United States. In the United States, in addition to the US Constitution, each state may have its 
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own constitution to regulate its own governance. In India, however, the national Constitution 
regulates the entire country, except in the states of Jammu and Kashmir. Nevertheless, each state 
is granted the right to enact laws for itself as well as concurrent laws under the federal 
Constitution. 
Third, regarding their executive branches, in the United States, which exhibits a 
presidential form of government, the president is the head of state and the head of government. 
India, by contrast, observes a parliamentary form of government in which the president is only 
the nominal head of state (de jure sovereign), whereas the prime minister and the cabinet are de 
facto sovereigns in whom power is entrusted. Furthermore, in the United States, the president is 
elected by an electoral college with reference to the popular vote, which often tends to be 
bipartisan. On the contrary, India supports a multiparty system, and following a complicated 
process of election, the winning party enjoys the majority of seats in Parliament and can elect the 
prime minister. Last, in the United States, irrespective of the affiliated party’s failure or success 
in the midterm elections, the president holds power for four years and can serve for two terms if 
he or she is reelected. In India, however, the prime minister may hold the post as long as the 
affiliated party enjoys a majority in the Lok Sabha. For example, Jawaharlal Nehru was the 
prime minister of India for several terms from 1947 and 1964. 
Fourth, concerning their legislative branches, although all members of Parliament are 
directly elected by voters in India, the country maintains a mixed system in which members of 
the Lok Sabha achieve office via direct elections whereas those of the Rajya Sabha are elected 
indirectly, each by a single transferable vote, under a system of proportional representation. In 
the United States, a term in the Senate is six years, while one in the House of Representative is 
only two years; by comparison, a term in the Lok Sabha lasts five years, whereas terms in the 
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Rajya Sabha are permanent, and the house is not subject to dissolution. Last, in the United States, 
the Senate is more powerful, whereas the Lok Sabha is more powerful in India, by virtue of 
Articles 105 and 159 of the Constitution.  
Fifth, in their judicial branches, the hierarchy of courts in the United States positions the 
Supreme Court at the top, under which 13 appellate courts and 90 district courts operate. In India, 
however, the hierarchy runs from the Supreme Court down to high courts and, at base, district 
courts. A judge in the United States can hold his or her post for life as long as he or she exhibits 
good behavior. In India, by contrast, a district judge has to retire at the age of 58 years, a high 
court judge at 62 years, and a Supreme Court judge at 65 years. 
Altogether, given the differences and similarities of the two countries, the federal model 
of the United States reflects a pure form of federalism, whereas that in India is recognized as 
being “federal in structure and unitary in spirit” (Basu, 1987, p. 50). In comparing the federal 
democracy systems of these countries, there is a particular sector that needs to be thoroughly 
studied for the sake of Myanmar politics. For the purpose of considering Myanmar’s distinct 
political situation, however, it is necessary to investigate civil–military relations in India and the 
United States as well, since such relations play a crucial role in forging federal democracy, and 
Myanmar is no exception. Indeed, without performing that step of evaluating federalism, it is 
nearly impossible to imagine which type of federalism, if any, would function best in Myanmar.  
5.5 Civil–Military Relations in India and the United States 
A pioneering scholar of civil–military relationships, Huntington (1954) theorized an ideal 
model of political–military relations in The Soldier and the State in order to ease tensions 
between military professionalism and liberal politics. Writing that “civilian control of the 
military is a basic principle of the American constitution,” Huntington (1956, p. 676) posited 
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another term, objective civilian control, as the optimum form of civil–military relations. Not only 
does the concept limit the authority of the military to matters related exclusively to the military, 
but it also prescribes an impermeable barrier demarcating the division of labor between civilians 
and military that civilians may not cross (Shukla, 2012, p. 2). Such a form of civilian control 
achieves its objectives by maximizing the professionalism of the officer corps by affording it 
autonomy within a clearly defined military sphere (Cohen, 1997). By some contrast, Morris 
Janowitz has contended that the subjective control theory characterizes civilian control by 
blurring but not destroying distinctions between the military and civilians as well as proposes 
legal and institutional restrictions on the military’s autonomy (cited in Cohen, 1997). Apart from 
those theories, the concordance theory and the assertive civilian control theory may also be 
applied to structuring civil–military relations.  
Organizing such relations is a challenging but critical task, as shown in the history of the 
United States, in which strong urges to assert military control over civilians have caused 
embarrassing military failures—for example, in the wars in Vietnam and Iraq (Shukla, 2012, p. 
6). In terms of military capacity, the United States maintains the most powerful military in the 
world, with approximately 1,281,900 servicemembers and 801,200 individuals in seven reserve 
units, all supported by more than 6,287 combat tanks, 39,223 armored fighting vehicles, and 
13,398 aircraft35. By some contrast, India maintains a military of 1.2 million servicemembers 
supported by more than 3,565 combat tanks, 2,815 armored fighting vehicles, 336 armored 
personnel carriers, and 9,719 pieces of artillery. Altogether, the United States ranks first and 
India ranks fourth out of 137 countries on the list of the most powerful forces according to the 
Global Firepower Index36 (Global Firepower, 2019 January 1; Al Jazeera, 2019 February 26). 
                                                          
35 https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing.asp  
36 https://www.globalfirepower.com/country-military-strength-detail.asp?country_id=india 
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Regarding civil–military relations in India and the United States, Article 12 of India’s 
Constitution states that the president is the chief commander of all of the country’s armed forces, 
which are directly controlled by the Ministry of Defense. Under the chief commander, the Indian 
army is commanded by the chief of army staff, who is a four-star general. Likewise, in the 
United States, the president the commander-in-chief of all branches of the military (US 
Constitution, Article II, Section 2), under whom various generals and the secretary of defense 
manage military affairs headquartered in the Pentagon. Therefore, in both countries, the chief 
leaders of the military are civilians duly elected by the citizens. 
The framers of the Constitutions of India and the United States can be characterized as 
individuals who distrusted standing armies and any concentration of power within the military 
(Stevenson, 2006, p. 3; Zakaria, 2008, p. 128). As a result of that skepticism, both nations have 
vibrant democracies with militaries that are extremely loyal but also subordinate institutions. In 
the case of the United States, George Washington established the principle of civilian control of 
the military by consistently subordinating himself to the Continental Congress. As Moten (2016, 
p. 3) has pointed out, one effect of Washington’s embodiment of military professionalism as 
commander of the Continental Army is that no coups d’état have been attempted in the United 
States.  
Other reasons for generally harmonious civil–military relations in the United States have 
been that, throughout the nation’s history, the executive branch, Congress, and the armed forces, 
aided by strategic think tanks and academics and monitored by a free press, have all consistently 
participated in developing military strategies, particularly regarding defense. Furthermore, the 
armed forces have been so greatly pressured by the executive and legislative branches to 
continually reform and upgrade their resources that they have often felt compelled to turn to one 
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for relief from the pressure of the other. A critical point to observe is that such a dynamic has 
opened a channel between elected politicians and US military institutions. The secretary of 
defense, appointed by the president, is advised by a military assistant as well as a civilian 
assistant, both of whom enjoy equal access and authority, which provides the necessary balance 
in counsel on matters of national security (Shukla, 2012, pp. 9–10). For example, General Colin 
Powell, a veteran of the Vietnam War, served as a military assistant to three deputy secretaries of 
defense, as the senior military assistant to the secretary of defense, and as the National Security 
Council advisor before becoming chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (Powell, 1995). 
Similarly, the outstanding success of civil–military relations in India largely stems from 
the fact that no military takeover has ever occurred, and all evidence suggests that no such threat 
has ever materialized. However, a state’s safety from coups d’état is hardly an adequate measure 
of healthy civil–military relations (Reveron & Stiehm, 2008, p. 175). Among the many other 
points to consider regarding civil–military relations in India, factors of personality and the 
individual behaviors of politicians and military leaders matter, as does the institutionalization of 
political systems beginning immediately following national independence. Regarding civil–
military relations in India, political scholar Sondhi (2014, June 14) has explained that: 
A great deal of credit for the civilian–military relations must go to the early generals, who 
were trained in the highest traditions of the British army to be professional soldiers. No 
more and no less. King George IV exempted his officers from drinking to his health or 
standing for the national anthem, as their loyalty could never be in doubt. This ethos has 
carried the Indian army forth, making it remain loyal to the civilian leadership of the day. 
But I must caveat here that the early generals of the Pakistan army were given a state of 
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political power early coupled with the absence of other alternatives presented a fait 
accompli in Pakistan’s history.  
Not only did the Indian military maintain the traditions inculcated by the British army, but soon 
after India regained its sovereignty, the Prime Minister initiated a policy that the army would 
remain entirely subordinate to civilian authority. Instead of housing the army chief in the Teen 
Murti Bhavan, the traditional grand residence of the military chief, Prime Minister Nehru made 
the building the official residence of the prime minister. That seemingly insignificant action 
nevertheless clarified how civil–military relations would proceed. Shortly after, when a sharp cut 
was made to the military budget that significantly reduced the generous Raj-era salaries of army 
officers, India’s first army chief, Field Marshal Cariappa, publicly criticized the government’s 
economic performance. In response, the executive promptly instructed him not to meddle in 
matters that did not concern him (Alikhan, 2015 June 1).  
India is acknowledged as a country well prepared for self-governance before it regained 
its national sovereignty from the British. According to Huntington (1968), in terms of 
institutionalization India has ranked high “not only in comparison with other modernizing 
countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America; but also, in comparison with many more modern 
Europe countries” (p. 84). Early on, the sustainability of effective parliamentary democracy in 
India rested largely on the India National Congress party, the Indian civilian service, and the 
charisma of Prime Minister Nehru. Having inherited the India National Congress party and the 
Indian civilian service from its colonial era, India benefited from those highly developed 
institutions, which were prepared to assume primary responsibilities for input and output 
functions (Kukreja, 1989, p. 471). In line with those measures, the office of the commander-in-
chief was abolished, and power, howsoever minimal, was equally distributed among the chiefs of 
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the army, air force, and navy. In effect, such actions institutionalized the concepts of not only the 
separation of powers but also checks and balances (Nandy, 2016, July 16). 
After making compare of the federal democracy systems of the USA and India, as stated 
in the previous chapter, it is necessary to focus on analyzing the federal constitutions of these 
two systems based on the legal and constitutional approaches to federalism. It is necessary to 
evaluate the federal character of the countries’ Constitutions in spirit and in practice, which I do 
with reference to Duchacek’s (1970) 10 yardsticks of federalism. 
5.6 Testing Federalism: Duchacek’s 10 Yardsticks of Federalism 
5.6.1 Yardstick 1: Does the central authority have exclusive control over diplomacy and 
defense as befits a nation-state in its relations with other nation-states? 
In its first article, the US Constitution establishes the exclusive power of the central 
government: “No State shall enter into any Treaty, Alliance, or Confederation. . . . No State shall, 
without the Consent of Congress, lay any duty of Tonnage, keep Troops, or Ships of War in time 
of Peace, enter into any Agreement or Compact with another State, or with a foreign Power, or 
engage in War” (US Constitution, Article 1, Section 10). Without that authority of the central 
government, the United States would likely have not assumed a leading role on the international 
stage (Jain, 1968, p. 304). 
The Constitution of India has contains several clauses that guarantee such powers of the 
central government. Entries such as 5–7, 9, 12, 16–19, and 37, along with Articles 53(2), 353 
(i.e., which allows the declaration of state emergencies), and 355 (i.e., which states the duty of 
the Union to protect states against external aggression and internal disturbance), supply the 
necessary exclusive control of the central authority. Moreover, List 1 of Schedule VII contains 
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the following entries that ultimately direct the exclusive jurisdiction of the central government to 
the: 
1. Defence of India and every part thereof including preparation for defence and all such 
acts as may be conductive in times of war to its prosecution and after its termination to 
effective demobilization (Entry 1). 
2. Naval, military and air forces; any other armed forces of the Union (Entry 2); 
3. Naval, military and air force works (Entry 3); 
4. Foreign affairs, all matters which bring the Union into relation with any foreign country 
(Entry 10); 
5. Diplomatic, consular and trade representation (Entry 11); 
6. Participation in international conferences, associations and other bodies and 
implementing of decisions made thereat (Entry 13); 
7. Entering into treaties and agreements with foreign countries and implementing of treaties, 
agreements and conventions with foreign countries (Entry 14); and 
8. War and Peace (Entry 15).  
Those articles and entries grant India’s central government control over defense, the 
armed forces of the union, foreign affairs, diplomacy, treaties, and currency, among other affairs, 
the provision of which is more elaborate than in the US Constitution (Dhoot, 2018, p. 490). 
5.6.2 Yardstick 2: Is the federal union constitutionally immune against dissolution by 
secession? 
In the US Constitution, no article directly prohibits the secession of states, meaning that 
the right of self-determination of each state was initially controversial. However, Texas v. White 
(74 US 700, 1869) ruled that the right of secession was not afforded to the states. At the time, 
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Chief Justice Salmon P. Chase commented that “The federal Constitution, in all its provisions, 
looks to an indestructible Union, composed of indestructible States” (Suresh, 2017, p. 11). 
Moreover, the first sentence of the Preamble of the US Constitution suggests that a “more perfect 
Union” should be understood to mean what the Constitution’s predecessor, the Articles of 
Confederation, meant—namely, that the original 13 states were to form a “perpetual union” 
(Singh, 2013, p. 97). 
By comparison, Article 1 of the Constitution of India stresses that “India, that is Bharat, 
shall be a union of states.” As discussed before, the architect of the Constitution, B. R. 
Ambedkar specifically stated in the Constituent Assembly that the word “union” was chosen 
instead of “federation” to imply that the constituent units have no freedom to secede (Constituent 
Assembly, 1949). Furthermore, Articles 352 (i.e., regarding the declaration of state emergencies) 
and 356 (i.e., regarding any failure of constitutional machinery in the states) can be enforced to 
prevent any secessionist tendency. Despite that provision, India’s Constitution also contain 
Article 2, which allows new states to be admitted and established, as well as the names and 
boundaries of existing states to be changed in Parliament. Therefore, unlike the United States, 
India is regarded as “an indestructible union of destructible states” (Hannum, 1996, p. 153). 
5.6.3 Yardstick 3: Is the exercise of the central authority, as it reaches all citizens, directly 
independent of the individual approval and resources of the constituent units? 
In the US Constitution, Section 8 of Article 1 specifically permits Congress to levy and 
collect taxes, duties, imposts, and excises. That power was allotted only after the Sixteenth 
Amendment in 1913, before which direct taxes were to be apportioned among the several states 
according to their populations (Singh, 2013, p. 98). 
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In that regard, the Constitution of India also favors the Union government, which remains 
independent of the constituent units and can levy taxes directly and enforce laws. Specifics 
concerning the right to levy taxes are included in Entries 82–92 of Schedule VII regarding the 
powers of the Union. Additionally, Articles 268–281 provide for tax sharing between the states 
and the union. The units of the Union government are thus independent of the individual 
approval and resources of the constituent units regarding financial as well as other resources 
(Sridhar, 2017, p. 159). 
5.6.4 Yardstick 4: Who has ultimate control over amendments to the constitution? 
Article V of the US Constitution articulates the steps of the process by which 
amendments can be made to the Constitution. Any amendment to the US Constitution, even if it 
does not affect the federal distribution of power, requires ratification by three-fourths of the 
states (Dhoot, 2018, p. 492). Nevertheless, the final sentence of Article 5 declares that “no State, 
without its Consent, shall be deprived of its equal Suffrage in the Senate.”  
In India, the Union is empowered to initiate in any amendment to the Constitution at any 
time, according to the process outlined in Article 4 of Schedule VI and Article 368. Except for a 
fraction of parts of the Constitution (i.e., 58 articles and two schedules out of 395 articles and 12 
schedules), amendments to the Constitution do not require ratification by the states. Furthermore, 
if any amendment to any article might affect the federal structure of the country, then ratification 
by no less than half of the states is necessary before the proposal may be presented to the 
president for approval (Singh, 2013, p. 101). Last, any amendment to the Constitution may be 
initiated only by the introduction of a bill in the Lok Sabha. According to Article 368(2), if the 
bill receives a majority but no less than two-thirds of the votes of the members of the house 
present and voting, then it shall be presented to the president for approval. 
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5.6.5 Yardstick 5: Are the constituent units immune to elimination of their identity and 
authority? 
All 50 US states enjoy immunity to their identity and authority, meaning that they are 
indestructible units with distinct constitutions. By the virtue of Section 3 of Article 4 of the US 
Constitution, as well as the ruling in Texas v. White, the states cannot be destroyed and neither 
their boundaries nor their names may be altered (Dhoot, 2018, p. 492). 
The Constitution of India, by contrast, is more flexible on the immunity of states 
regarding the potential elimination of their identities and authority. Territories of each state are 
specified in Schedule I, and according to Article 2, Parliament reserves the power to admit and 
establish new states. Moreover, under Article 3, Parliament may alter the boundaries or names of 
existing states without the approval of the states. Last, Article 3(a) grants Parliament the power 
to change the identity of any state, although such power has never been exercised (Suresh, 2017, 
p. 14). 
5.6.6 Yardstick 6: Is the collective participating in making federal rules adequately secured 
by the equal representation of unequal units in a bicameral system? 
Article 5 of the US Constitution guarantees the equal representation (i.e., two seats) of all 
states in the Senate regardless of their population and standards of living. Such an allowance 
diverges from the arrangement of other bicameral systems, in which the upper house often 
enjoys only a limited or suspensive veto over legislation (Singh, 2013, p. 107). 
By comparison, states are not equally represented in making federal laws in India. Under 
Schedule IV, along with Article 80(2), seats in the Rajya Sabha are allotted on the basis of the 
population of an individual state (Sarmah, 1997, p. 221). Apart from that arrangement, 12 
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members are nominated by the president to the Rajya Sabha, which brings the total seats in the 
house to 250 (Article 80, Constitution of India). 
5.6.7 Yardstick 7: Are there two independent sets of courts: one interpreting and 
adjudicating federal laws and the other interpreting and adjudicating state laws? 
The United States maintains two independent sets of courts—one of federal courts and 
one of state courts—the former of which consists of 95 district courts, 12 circuit courts, and the 
Supreme Court. The Supreme Court has jurisdiction over the entire country but only in case of 
federal laws. Meanwhile, the states, by virtue of their constitutions, have distinct state supreme 
courts that interpret state laws, and appeals from those courts are permissible only when they 
involve a question concerning federal law (Dhoot, 2018, p. 493). 
In India, judicial review is explicitly accommodated by Article 13(2) of the Constitution. 
India maintains only one set of courts, with the Supreme Court at the apex and high courts of 
individual states lower down the hierarchy, both of which have the power to adjudicate both 
federal as well as state laws (Suresh, 2017, p. 14). Article 131 of the Constitution provides for 
the jurisdiction of the Supreme Court in any intra-federal dispute, disputes between India’s 
government and one or more of its states, or between two or more states. The Supreme Court as 
well as the high courts can interpret the Constitution, as well as national and state laws. Unlike in 
the United States, in India a state law can be challenged in a high court, and appeals against any 
decision of a high court regarding state law can be challenged before the Supreme Court (Najar, 
2015, pp. 130–131). 
5.6.8 Yardstick 8: Is there a judicial authority within but above the central authority and 
the constituent units that determines their respective rights? 
130 | P a g e  
 
The US Supreme Court is a prime example of how the United States meets the stated 
criterion of a judicial authority’s existing independently of the central authority and the states. 
The Supreme Court possesses the sole authority to determine conflicts in rights between the 
federal government and states, as well as conflicts between different units of the federal 
government or among the states. The 1819 case of McCulloch v. Maryland (17 US 316) is 
considered to a classical instance of a dispute between the central government and a state and 
one which judicial review was practiced (Dhoot, 2018, p. 493). 
Meanwhile, Article 13(2) of India’s Constitution specifically allows judicial review. 
Furthermore, Article 131 assures the primary jurisdiction of the Supreme Court when conflicts 
arise between the central government and one or more states or between two states. Accordingly, 
India has a judicial authority independent of the central authority and the constituent units that is 
tasked with adjudicating their respective rights. 
5.6.9 Yardstick 9: Do the constituent units retain all powers that the constitution has not 
given to the central authority? 
Affairs under the authority of the US government appear in Article 1, Section 8, of the 
US Constitution, which assigns 18 domains to the federal government and, perhaps more 
importantly, grants residual power to the states. The Tenth Amendment reads, “The powers not 
delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved 
to the States respectively, or to the people.” As Madison clarified in Federalist Paper 45, “The 
powers delegated by the proposed Constitution to the federal government are few and defined. 
Those which are to remain in the State governments are numerous and indefinite.” 
In India, by comparison, the framers of the Constitution prepared exhaustive lists in 
Schedules III and VII—a list of Union powers, a list of state powers, and a list of concurrent 
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powers—that clearly divide authority between the Union and state governments, whereas 
concurrent powers are shared between them. As a result, any conflict regarding the division of 
power can readily be resolved, and ambiguity over respective powers cannot prevail. However, if 
any entry is not mentioned on any of those three lists, then the central government reserves 
residual power (Marwaha, 2015, p. 33). Thus, to a large extent, India’s Constitution can be said 
to grant the country’s constituent units all powers not assumed by the central government.  
5.6.10 Yardstick 10: Is the territorial division of authority clear and unambiguous? 
As explained earlier, the territorial division of authority between the US federal 
government and the states is clearly presented in Section 18 of Article 1 of the US Constitution. 
Likewise, Schedule VII of Article 246 of the Constitution of India clearly provides three lists that 
can be applied to avoid constitutional conflict regarding the division of power; among the three 
lists, that of Union powers contains 97 entries, that of state powers contains 66, and that of 
concurrent powers contains 47. Taken together, those lists reveal the lack of ambiguity over the 
division of power between the central government and states in India. Nevertheless, if any 
controversy arises regarding that division, then a state may enact a law that may affect the union; 
however, there should be a “territorial nexus” (Marwaha, 2015, p. 33; Singh, 2013, p. 114). 
5.7 Conclusion 
This chapter has comprehensively discussed the federal features of the Constitutions of 
the United States and India. Moreover, it has presented the similarities and differences of the two 
nations’ federal systems, which, despite meeting the criteria of Duchacek’s (1985) yardsticks of 
federalism, vary in how power is shared between the central government and the constituent 
units of the nation. For instance, whereas the United States delegates residual power to the states, 
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India’s Constitution allows the Union to manage those powers. At the same time, both systems 
limit the power over certain domains such that decentralization does not dominate.  
One of the supporting factors for the success of symmetrical federalism in the United 
States—a federal model that many ethnic leaders in Myanmar prefer—could be the country’s 
homogeneous society, in which no minority groups form a majority in any state. By contrast, at 
the national level in India, special arrangements for minority groups in the states of Jammu and 
Kashmir as part of an asymmetrical design could teach Myanmar much about how federalism 
can proceed effectively. Another important lesson to be learned from India is that having a mixed 
electoral system involving the direct election of members of the Lok Sabha and a proportional 
representative system in the Rajya Sabha can help to prevent majority rule. 
Perhaps most importantly for Myanmar, the role of individuals’ leadership capacity in 
shaping either country’s civil–military relations, as exemplified by Nehru and Washington, is 
pivotal. Both leaders sowed seeds for the civilian control of the military by consistently 
subordinating the military to the control of elected civilians. At the same time, although both 
India and the United States qualify to be called federations according to Duchacek’s (1970) 
yardsticks of federalism, the United States exhibits a pure form of federalism, whereas India is 
federal in structure but unitary in spirit. That finding stresses the significance of cultivating not 
only the structure but also the spirit of federalism.  
The findings from this chapter can serve as building blocks for suggestions on how 
Myanmar can pursue federalism in the future. To that end, in the next chapter, I translate lessons 
learned from this chapter to Myanmar’s context and offer suggestions for federalism in Myanmar.  
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Chapter 6 
The Yardsticks of Federalism and Myanmar’s Constitution 
6.1 Introduction 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, Myanmar’s Constitution is considered to be quasi-federal 
with a hybrid federal–unitary element that adopts an administrative formula due to which a 
centralized command structure can coexist with decentralized local and regional process of 
reform (Preecharush, 2015, p. 9). At the same time, referring to the six characteristics of 
federalism listed in Comparing Federal Systems (Watts, 1999), Myanmar’s military frequently 
describes the country’s 2008 Constitution as one upholding federalism (Ko Ye, 2018, pp. 78–79). 
Nevertheless, the 2008 Constitution also lacks essential values and principles of federalism. In 
response to such discrepancy and by adopting the constitutional and legal approaches to 
federalism, in this chapter I analyze Myanmar’s Constitution in terms of its federal components 
by again referring to Duchacek’s (1970) 10 yardsticks of federalism. This analysis contributes to 
answer the proper political typology of Myanmar at this political juncture. 
6.2 Testing the Constitution of Myanmar: Duchacek’s 10 Yardsticks of Federalism 
6.2.1 Does the central authority have exclusive control over diplomacy and defense as befits 
a nation-state in its relations with other nation-states? 
Several articles in Myanmar’s Constitution provide the central authority exclusive control 
over diplomacy and defense. Articles 206 and 207 specifically allow the president to establish 
diplomatic relations with foreign countries, while Schedule I, in the list of Union powers, assign 
such power to the Union government exclusively. However, despite that governmental structure, 
the president has no direct authority over the armed forces, according to Article 338: “All the 
armed forces in the Union shall be under the command of the Defence Services.”  
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Although Articles 210–220 in Chapter XI (i.e., regarding provisions for the declaration of 
state emergencies) grant the commander-in-chief sole authority over the defense of the state, 
especially during state emergencies, which the president may declare only after coordinating 
with the National Defence and Security Council. That governmental body consists of 11 
members, six of whom are under the direct control of the commander-in-chief, who has the 
authority to declare a national emergency and to permit the military to take charge of all 
branches of the government in such instances. The perplexing arrangement of authority in the 
Constitution explains why armed ethnic group leaders and political analysts have described 
Myanmar as having two governments: one civilian, the other military (Network Media Group, 
2017 April 8; VOA Burmese, 2018 February 6).  
Since Myanmar’s government became led by the National League for Democracy (NLD), 
the civil sector and the military have often taken divergent stances and advocated different 
interests. In matters such as peacebuilding, Myanmar’s arguably dual government delays 
political negotiations and, in turn, becomes less effective in its operations. In that sense, 
Myanmar critically needs a civilian-elected president to function as the commander-in-chief, 
which will transform and empower the operations of the government. Secondary to that reform, 
the National Defence and Security Council should be reorganized as a civilian-led council 
comprising the leaders of Myanmar’s diverse ethnic groups. 
6.2.2 Is the federal union constitutionally immune against dissolution by secession? 
There are several articles of Myanmar’s Constitution that directly or indirectly establish 
rules regarding secession from the nation. Most directly, Article 10 states, “No part of the 
territory constituted in the Union such as regions, States, Union Territories and Self-
Administered Areas shall ever secede from the Union.” Less directly, Article 6(f), which 
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contains the basic principles of the Constitution, prescribes the “non-disintegration of the Union” 
in an example of how Myanmar is constitutionally immune against dissolution by the secession 
of states or other territories and areas. 
The term secession has been widely disputed throughout the history of Burma and 
Myanmar. In 1947, based on the Panglong Agreement, the first Constitution of Burma promised 
the right of secession and sovereign independence to non-Bamar ethnic groups once 10 years had 
passed (Chapter 10, Articles 201–206). As explained in Chapter 1, General Ne Win framed any 
demand for federalism in Burma as secessionist, and he and other military dictators exploited 
that logic to condone the military’s taking control of the country from the civilian government 
beginning in 1962. To date, the military has likewise referred to the argument of non-secession 
in nearly all of its political with armed ethnic groups in the country even though ethnic leaders 
and ethnic armed groups have consistently denied intending to secede (DVB Debate, 2019 
February 10; Radio Free Asia Burmese, 2019 March 26; Silverstein, 1982, p. 184). Due to the 
politically sensitive nature of the idea of secession in Myanmar today, instead of using 
“secession” in the Constitution, it would be more advantageous to promote the idea of unity, as 
done in the US Constitution, which prescribes “an indestructible Union, composed of different 
States.” 
6.2.3 Is the exercise of the central authority, as it reaches all citizens, directly independent 
of the individual approval and resources of the constituent units? 
Article 231 of Myanmar’s constitution permits the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw to levy and 
collect taxes and revenues in accordance with other laws, and subjects to those rights are listed in 
Schedule I on the list of Union powers. Article 37 of the Constitution clearly favors the Union, 
stating that it: 
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a) is the ultimate owner of all lands and natural resources above and below the ground, 
above and beneath the water and in the atmosphere in the Union; 
b) shall enact necessary law to supervise extraction and utilization of State-owned 
natural resources by economic forces; 
c) shall permit citizens right of private property, right of inheritance, right of private 
initiative and patent in accord with the law.  
 The conflict facing Myanmar regarding the division of national and state powers is not 
whether the central government has authority but how national resources are redistributed among 
all states and citizens. From the point of view of fiscal federalism, a great deal of disparity exists 
in the distribution of natural resources and the means of their extraction across Myanmar’s states 
and regions. Such significant disparity requires a program of equalization to ensure that all 
citizens may benefit from the country’s wealth of natural resources (Asia Foundation, 2018, p. 4). 
As a positive improvement in that direction under the NLD-led government, the expenditure of 
state and regional governments has significantly increased, from 6.4% of the national 
government’s expenditure in the 2012–2013 fiscal year to 11.8% in the 2017–2018 fiscal year 
(Asia Foundation, 2018, p. 14). Such redistribution of resource revenues will always be vital for 
resolving Myanmar’s ethnic conflicts. By extension, affording the rights of states to collect 
revenues, taxes, and fees on the extraction and use of natural resources and industries in their 
respective territories, as well as conduct revenue sharing, is highly recommended. 
6.2.4 Who has the ultimate control over amendments to the federal constitution? 
Myanmar’s Constitution overwhelmingly favors the military’s right to amend the 
Constitution, even though it is nearly impossible to amend the Constitution in the first place. To 
do so, according to Article 436, requires the approval of more than 75% of members of the 
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legislature—that is, the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. Consequently, if more than 25% of the appointed 
military representatives form a bloc, then it is impossible for any party to amend the Constitution, 
no matter how many seats they hold in the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. Furthermore, even if the 
commander-in-chief approves the amendment, then a nationwide referendum needs to be 
approved by more than half of citizens eligible to vote.  
Because Article 436 grants veto power to a single institution—the military—it presents 
one of the greatest obstacles to Myanmar’s transition to a federal democracy. To make matters 
worse, the military considers any attempt to amend the article as an act of treason. Even though 
the NLD and the 88 Generation Students Group organized campaigns to amend the article and 
had collected 5 million signatures by October 27, 2014, the campaigns did not produce any legal 
effects. Three years later, Lawyer U Ko Ni37, was assassinated, most likely for actively seeking 
to amend Article 436 in formal and informal ways that the military would have been unable to 
legally overturn (BBC, 2017 January 30).  
6.2.5 Are the constituent units immune to elimination of their identity and authority? 
Myanmar’s Constitution designates seven states and seven regions as well as contains no 
articles regarding the establishment of new states or the abolishment of existing ones. Regarding 
their identities, Article 9(c) articulates a process for changing the names of states and regions, 
should their citizens desire such a change, and Articles 52(a–e) and 53(a–f) state the process for 
redefining union, state, and regional territories. Furthermore, Article 54 delegates to villages and 
self-administered divisions and zones the right to change their names. 
However, all of the mentioned articles lack specific laws to support the processes that 
they establish, and the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw has never discussed their content. As a result, a so-
                                                          
37 A leading lawyer and advisor to Aung San Suu Kyi 
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called “legal vacuum”38 exists in the matter of establishing new states and regions (Nay Win 
Naing, 2018, p. 23). If Myanmar genuinely plans to become a federal democracy, then its 
Constitution needs to be more flexible, as India’s is, concerning the right of states and regions to 
manage their identities. On the contrary, the 2008 Constitution disproportionately favors the 
Bamar ethnic group by organizing the Bamar people into seven regions, which affords them 
opportunities and privileges seven times greater than any other ethnic group. To strike a more 
equal balance of power, as discussed in Chapter 3, it will be necessary for Myanmar to 
redistribute states and even establish new ones in order to ensure equality among the nation’s 
ethnic groups.  
6.2.6 Is the collective sharing in federal rule making adequately secured by equal 
representation of unequal units in a bicameral system? 
Unlike in the United States, Myanmar’s various states, all organized to accommodate 
various ethnic groups, are not equally represented in the national legislature (i.e., Pyidaungsu 
Hluttaw) but asymmetrically represented. Although India also maintains asymmetrical 
representation in its Parliament, the level of inequality in Myanmar is far worse. Since the 
Constitution assigns the Bamar people into seven regions, the group enjoys a unique right of way 
in both houses of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. With the largest ethnic population in Myanmar, the 
Bamar particular enjoy privileges in the Lower House, wherein representation is based on 
township boundaries, according to Article 74(a) of the Constitution. At the same time, since 
members of the Upper House are elected in equal proportion from Myanmar’s seven states and 
seven regions—12 representatives are elected from each constituency—the Bamar also enjoy 
privileges and opportunities in that part of the legislature seven-fold greater than any other state 
                                                          
38 There is no specific law for such Constitutional articles. 
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or region (Article 74b). On top of that, the commander-in-chief appoints an additional 110 
representatives from the military, which collectively hold 25% of all seats in the Lower House.  
To afford equal rights among Myanmar’s ethnic groups, the Bamar people should stand 
as one state, not seven regions, as agreed upon at the Panglong Conference in 1947. Alternatively, 
instead of grouping all Bamar into one state, another method would be to reduce the allocation of 
seats for the regions in the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw. For instance, assigning six seats to each region 
and 12 seats to each state in the Upper House would strike a better balance in voting power. 
Another possible solution would be to regroup the Bamar regions into national states. In any case, 
policymakers, lawyers and scholars need to scrutinize possible arrangements of representation in 
Myanmar’s legislature in order to construct a system that best suits Myanmar.  
6.2.7 Are there two independent sets of courts, one interpreting and adjudicating federal 
laws and other state laws? 
Myanmar’s arrangement of courts is unique, at least in some aspects. Following Article 
293, the judicial branch consists of a Supreme Court, Courts-Martial, and a Constitutional 
Tribunal of the Union. Under the Supreme Court exist five levels of courts, as specified in 
Article 293(a), and the Supreme Court is tasked with appointing judges to all lower courts. 
Unlike the Supreme Courts of the United States and India, however, the Supreme Court of 
Myanmar cannot rule on constitutional questions, which falls to the domain of the Constitutional 
Tribunal. Last, since the Courts-Martial are under the control of the commander-in-chief, their 
decisions are inviolable (Article 319). 
Because no judicial service commission or comparable body in Myanmar is entrusted 
with the appointment, promotion, and discipline of judges, or with protecting and promoting 
judicial independence and the efficiency of justice, Myanmar’s judicial system requires reform. 
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Furthermore, many judges, all appointed by the commander-in-chief, lack legal knowledge and 
violate standards of judicial conduct (International Comission of Jurists, 2014 March 18). For 
those reasons, since her release from house arrest in 2010, Aung San Suu Kyi has repeatedly 
advocated strengthening the rule of law in Myanmar. Although Rule of Law Centres were 
established in some parts of Myanmar under her direction, expanding them such that one exists 
in each state and region remains highly desirable.  
6.2.8 Is there a judicial authority within but above the central authority and the constituent 
units that determines their respective rights? 
Articles 295(b) and (c) of Myanmar’s Constitution clarify that the Supreme Court is the 
highest court of the Union and functions as the court of final appeal. With at least seven but no 
more than 11 judges, it is also the superior court of record, supervises all other courts in the 
country, and issues decisions that are binding for them. Plus, since its rulings cannot be appealed, 
the Supreme Court possesses a certain extent of autonomy and authority.  
However, the Constitutional Tribunal remains problematic given the potential for its 
members to act in partisan ways. According to Articles 327 and 335 of the Constitution, the 
president needs to appoint the chairperson and members of the court to serve five-year terms. 
Consequently, a legal loophole exists by which members of the Constitutional Tribunal may rule 
in favor of the party in power during their appointment (DVB Debate, 2019 March 3). 
6.2.9 Have the component units retain all the powers that the constitution has not given to 
the central authority? 
Affairs under the authority of the Union government are listed in Schedule I of 
Myanmar’s Constitution and represent 11 domains, whereas ones under the authority of the state 
governments, representing eight domains, appear in Schedule II. Importantly, similar to India’s 
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Constitution, Myanmar’s Constitution grants residual power to the Union, meaning that all 
powers not specifically enumerated in Schedule II fall to the national government (Article 98).  
The sharing of power between the central and state governments is a cornerstone of 
federalism. In Myanmar, a broad scope of authority over the majority of domains is vested in the 
Union, whereas the legislative and political power of states remains severely limited. For 
example, no state in Myanmar may have its own constitution or appoint its own chief minister 
(Article 261). Consequently, the chief minister of each state is accountable to the president, not 
to his or her own state constituencies. At the same time, state power in various other political and 
social domains is unduly restricted; for example, some state ministers have no direct authority 
over the civil servants who are working in the state under these particular ministries. Therefore, 
establishing concurrent powers, as in India and the United States, where the states and union 
share authority over some domains, could cultivate better equilibrium in political negotiations in 
Myanmar. 
6.2.10 Is the territorial division of authority clear and unambiguous? 
Aside from bias toward the Union government, the military, and the Bamar ethnic group, 
the division of authority and residual authority between the Union government and the state 
governments in Myanmar is disproportionate. Although concisely summarizing the lists of 
powers is beyond the scope of this section, a few facts can give a sense of the imbalance. In the 
official English version of Myanmar’s Constitution, the list of Union powers spans seven pages39, 
whereas the list of state powers spans only three40. The most telling source of bias toward the 
Union government appears in Article 198(b), which grants it the power to void state laws. As a 
                                                          
39 Page 181 to 187 of the Constitution of Union of Myanmar 
40 Page 188 to 190 of the Constitution of Union of Myanmar 
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result, whenever a state legislature passes a law that conflicts with national law, the latter will 
prevail (Williams, 2010, p. 1). 
6.3 Conclusion  
Although Myanmar’s Constitution may superficially qualify as a quasi-federal one 
according to Watts’s (1999) criteria of federalism, labeling it as such is relatively problematic 
with reference to Duchacek’s (1970) 10 yardsticks of federalism. In short, the yardsticks that 
Myanmar’s Constitution measure up to are those that prioritize the authority of the central 
government. As discussed in Chapter 5, any constitution may qualify as a federal or quasi-federal 
one in structure; however, without having others aspects of the essence of federalism, it may 
more strongly represent a unitary system. In Myanmar’s case, the system of government upholds 
the limited decentralization of military power. To illustrate the differences of the federal systems 
of the United States, India, and Myanmar, the following table lists Duchacek’s (1970) 10 
yardsticks of federalism and whether the systems of government in the United States, India, and 
Myanmar meet those criteria. 
Table 3. Constitutional comparisons of USA, India and Myanmar  
Yardstick The United States India Myanmar 
1. Exclusive control over foreign 
relations and defense 
Yes Yes Partially 
2. Immunity against secession  Yes Yes Yes 
3. Independent sphere of central 
authority  
Yes Yes Partially  
4. Ability to amend the federal 
constitution 
Yes Yes Partially  
5. Indestructible identity and autonomy Yes No No 
6. Bicameralism and equal representation Yes Partially  No 
7. Two sets of independent courts Yes Yes Partially  
8. A supreme court Yes Yes Partially  
9. Residual and significant powers Yes Partially  No 
10. Clear separation of powers Yes Yes No 
 
143 | P a g e  
 
Based on the findings presented in this chapter, if Myanmar genuinely seeks to establish 
a federal democracy, then drafting a new constitution would be preferable instead of amending 
the current 2008 Constitution. However, given the powers afforded to Myanmar’s military by the 
2008 Constitution, it remains impossible to explore ways of reforming the supreme law of the 
land without the military’s consent. As a result, for politicians and policymakers, reducing the 
military’s right of way and promoting space for democracy in Myanmar’s government should be 
pursued to overcome current crises and conflicts as well as begin to promote the shift toward 
federalism. At the same time, the current NLD-led government should prepare or adopt and 
publicize a blueprint for a federal system in the country. In that way, all stakeholders in the 
peacebuilding process can reinforce and develop strategies to enhance Myanmar’s preparedness 
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Conclusion 
Approaches, Strategies and Model for Federal Democracy in Myanmar 
As a conclusion to the dissertation, in this section I summarize answers to the questions 
posed at the outset: 
1. What is the most appropriate model of Myanmar’s contemporary political system?  
2. Why has Myanmar failed to establish a sustainable federal system? 
3. Why has Myanmar failed to establish a federal democratic society? 
4. What kind of federal model is the most suitable for Myanmar? 
To that end, the first part of this chapter presents the theoretical contributions of the dissertation 
to defining the current political typology of Myanmar, followed by recommended approaches for 
facilitating a transition to federal democracy in Myanmar based on the findings explained in 
previous chapters. After that, the second part of the chapter presents recommendations for how 
Myanmar can cultivate a federal society. Last, the third part concludes the dissertation with a 
recommended federal model for Myanmar. 
In defining the political status of Myanmar, I have primarily relied upon the analyses 
described in Chapters 2, 3, and 7, which respectively illuminate Myanmar’s contemporary 
political situation, present interviews with politicians, and analyze Myanmar’s constitution in 
relation to Duchacek’s (1970) 10 federal yardsticks. Those three chapters helped me to identify 
the reality of politics in Myanmar and the country’s political status.  
(1) Defining the Proper Model of Myanmar’s Contemporary Political System  
As discussed in the literature review, pinpointing what Myanmar’s current political 
system represents has raised some controversies among scholars worldwide. For one, Sorpong 
Peou (2014) has described Myanmar not only as an undemocratic state under military rule (p. 20) 
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but also as a competitive authoritarian state (p. 26), whereas Kai Ostwald’s (2017, p. 3) typology 
suggests that Myanmar is a competitive democracy. Meanwhile, Michael G. Breen (2017, p. 3) 
has categorized Myanmar as a third-generation Asian federal system, whereas Dulyapak 
Preecharush (2015, p. 5) has described Myanmar’s constitution as a quasi-federal one based on 
the characteristics of federalism developed by Ronald Watts (1996). Altogether, a consensual 
definition of what Myanmar represents as a state has yet to be determined. 
At the same time, Myanmar’s political system can be clearly differentiated from 
Benjamin Reilly’s Asian model of democracy. Asian democracies with electoral systems in their 
design typically afford highly majoritarian forms of mixed-member electoral systems (Reilly, 
2007, p. 1356). It is similarly clear that Myanmar is currently in a democratic transition, as all 
scholars have agreed. However, a closer look at Myanmar’s political situation also reveals that 
all three hotly debated political issues that have ended in political deadlock relate directly to the 
military: the status of the federal army, the right to secession and self-determination, and 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) versus security sector reform (SSR). 
Despite the NLD’s landslide election victory in 2015, the military has continued to have the final 
say on those three issues. Nevertheless, the political scenario of two government systems 
between the NLD-led government and the military are witnessed frequently. In addition to such 
kind political constraint, as observed in Chapter 7, Myanmar’s constitution meets only a single 
criterion posed by Duchacek’s (1970) 10 yardsticks of federalism.  
Meanwhile from the federal point of view, it is noteworthy that the main difference 
between federalism and decentralization is the presence of ‘consent’. In a decentralized system, 
the central government can unilaterally grant powers to the regional governments or withdraw 
powers at any point without the consent of another (Frenkel, 1986, p. 241). Based on this theory, 
146 | P a g e  
 
the power-sharing system in Myanmar rather reflects some patterns of decentralization than 
genuine federalism. From the constitutional point of view, although Myanmar’s Constitution 
recognizes the establishment of the state governments, the president of the union has the sole 
authority to nominate or dismiss the chief minister, who stands as the most powerful official in 
the state governments according to Article 261 (b) of the Constitution.  
At the same time, though Myanmar’s Constitution shows some theoretical patterns of 
power sharing between the central and the state or regional governments, Article 198 states that 
if there is any conflict between a state legislature and the central union, the latter shall prevail. 
When it comes to declaring a state of emergency, the National Defense and Security Council 
(NDSC) has final authority. In fact, the NDSC has the highest authority in Myanmar’s 
government, which is comprised of 11 members, six of whom are directly appointed by the 
commander-in-chief. 
From the legal point of view, as discussed in Chapter 2, the NLD-led Hluttaw’s proposed 
law in 2017, the Hluttaw Committee Law, empowered the Central Hluttaw to overrule laws 
passed by any state or regional Hluttaw. Despite the existence of the Constitution and the 
executive and legislative bodies, the central government has excessive centralized authority over 
all of the state and regional governments. At each level of centralized institutions, the military 
has the final word in decision making via various legal means. Therefore, considering of all the 
realities mentioned and lack of ‘consent’, it is best to describe Myanmar as a decentralized 
military system currently in a period of democratic transition.  
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(2)  Political and Ideological Approaches: Establishing sustainable Federal Democracy 
in Myanmar 
As thoroughly analyzed in chapter one, Myanmar has been waiting for its military 
establishment for decades to come into terms with federalism. An important challenge is the 
dissimilar concepts of federalism held by the ethnic groups, democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi 
and the military is even more disputable as the military and Aung San Suukyi emphasize more 
on the concept of unity. The military assumes unity comes when opposition against them is non 
existant while the civilian leader’s approach tends to consider harmony among the various 
ethnicities as the most essential key for unity.  
Although, unity itself is a necessary element for federalism, skipping the step of equal 
power sharing will block the building of genuine unity and peace in the country. Despite those 
differences, concerns and worries, a political oxygen for Myanmar is the existence of political 
platform for leaders to meet, negotiate and compromise. Hence, this political platform, called the 
21st Century Panglong Conference needs to be strengthened, empowered and conserved as much 
as possible. Until and unless the conference produces a solid federal plan for the country, 
Myanmar is likely to experience another vicious circle of political conflicts and crises for more 
decades.  
The lack of political platform and the lack of trust among key stakeholders will pose the 
most dangerous situation for the political well being of Myanmar. Therefore, this situation needs 
to be dealt in urgent and prioritize. The government, as the legitimate institution for peace 
building in Myanmar, needs to take two strategic actions. In order to build trust with the ethnic 
armed organizations and ethnic political leaders, the government must make sure that political 
dialogue is inclusive and offer equal voice to all the participants from the different groups. If the 
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factors of inclusivity and equality in the dialogue are guaranteed, the levels of trust from ethnic 
groups will rise up dramatically. In addition to that, the government needs strategies to build 
trust with the powerful military. These strategies should be comprehensive as mentioned before. 
Such strategies can deliver success in establishing federal democracy in Myanmar. 
In the following, some selected strategies will be presented which are believed to bring 
smooth transition to federal democracy. Because the approaches to establishing a federal 
democracy in Myanmar are not entirely divergent but interrelated, in what follows I stress only 
some crucial aspects of each approach. In some cases, those aspects can be linked or should be 
integrated in establishing a federal democracy in Myanmar. 
1. Consociationalism as a System of Transitional Governance  
The first approach recommended for Myanmar in its transition to a federal democracy is 
to adopt a consociationalist model of governance as a temporary system during the transition 
period. This model has been recommended by Lijphart (1977) as a viable way for deeply divided 
societies to overcome political instability. Consociationalism has four major components: 
executive power sharing, in which different ethnic groups enjoy impartial access to executive 
power in the government; proportionality, meaning that government revenues and state budgets 
are allotted proportionally; the right of every group to veto any agenda that would negatively 
affect its members; and the self-government of each ethnic group (Lijphart, 1981). I have already 
examined the suitability of the model for Myanmar, and despite the country’s failure to 
accommodate factors favorable to consociationalism heretofore, the model is nevertheless 
recommended as a temporary solution during the transition period. 
One highly recommended consociationalist model for Myanmar would involve 
establishing a coalition government consisting of leaders of all ethnic groups to serve one five-
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year term while all other stakeholders—politicians, representatives of the military, other leaders 
of ethnic groups, and leaders of armed groups—negotiate the structure of the federal democracy 
for the country. Among the four components of the model, the grand coalition should be 
particularly stressed as a means by which leaders of ethnic groups can unite in a coalition 
government. Such an arrangement can help all ethnic groups in Myanmar to perceive the 
government as a shared government instead of a Bamar-dominated one. Underscoring the 
particular component of the coalition government should not be interpreted to mean that 
Myanmar’s government has entirely avoided establishing such a body. In fact, governments led 
by the Union Solidarity and Development Party, in power from 2010 to 2015, and the National 
League for Democracy (NLD), in power since 2016, have appointed some leaders of ethnic 
groups to roles of governmental leadership. For instance, Sai Mauk Kham, an Shan politician, 
was appointed as vice-president of the Union of Myanmar during the 2010–2015 government, 
and Henry Vanthio, a Chin politician who was relatively unknown beforehand, has served in that 
same position since 2016 after being appointed by the NLD (ASEAN Today, 2016 March 12). 
Although neither politician may exercise much power in the position, the quality of the power 
vested in the role speaks louder than its quantity.  
In Myanmar, a coalition government could take diverse forms via diverse routes. In any 
case, the ruling party should allow ethnic political groups to elect leaders from their own 
constituencies to serve in the coalition instead choosing individuals from the ruling party. At the 
same time, all national parties can support the coalition by collectively allotting 30% of seats in 
the Central Executive Committee to members of ethnic groups to serve in the coalition’s 
decision-making body. In both ways, the consociationalist system would enhance trust between 
the Bamar and other ethnic groups, which is crucial to mitigating conflicts among the groups. On 
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that topic, in interviews with some of Myanmar’s political leaders, analyst Aung Thu Nyein said, 
“Unless there is a well-prepared consociationalist arrangement for the ethnic leaders, leaders of 
armed ethnic groups will be reluctant to give up their arms without any firm assurance for their 
future.” In another interview, Min Zin stated, “To have a strong civil–military relationship, it is 
necessary to establish a good relationship which leads to political compromise and bargain 
between the top leaders—the political elites” (BBC, 2018 March 17). In practice, however, such 
cooperation and compromise have not materialized. As Oo Hla Saw, a Rakhine political leader 
and member of the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw, stated, “When the NLD won the election in 2015, we 
[Rakhine leaders] explained the three urgent crises in Rakhine and suggested the NLD top 
leaders to build cooperation, but Aung San Suu Kyi responded that she would take care of it” 
(RFA, 2019 March 26). In the three years since that election, however, Rakhine State has 
experienced some of Myanmar’s most intense conflicts and numerous armed attacks. That 
outcome suggests that not affording opportunities for the leaders of ethnic groups to elect their 
own leaders and manage their own affairs in their own states can be a costly mistake that should 
never be committed again. 
2. Achieving Federal Democracy via Political Mobilization  
An alternative approach involving the use of political mobilization would also not be 
entirely novel in Myanmar’s political context. Indeed, the approach has been pursued by the 
present government in various forms. The term political mobilization refers to activities aimed at 
motivating citizens to express themselves and undertake particular political actions en masse 
(Yang & Kang, 2017, p. 360). Political mobilization involves inducing socially uprooted or 
marginalized individuals and groups to engage in new, stable patterns of behavior and to make 
and keep political commitments. Among the most important results of such mobilization are 
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increases in the number and membership of political and quasi-political organizations, increases 
in the scope and exercise of franchisement, and increases in the role and impact of national 
policy (Deutsch, 1961, p. 494).  
To establish a federal democracy in Myanmar, the ruling party, NLD, has pursued 
political mobilization in three ways, most of which are discussed in Chapter 1. The first way has 
been by amending the Constitution. The NLD’s election manifesto advocated a federal union, 
which armed ethnic groups also supported (The Economist, 2015 November 21). Despite the 
potential veto of the amendment by the military, the party advanced the amendment in 
Pyidaungsu Hluttaw in early 2019 (Yuichi, 2019 January 30). The second way has been by 
holding dialogues with all political stakeholders, as exemplified by the 21st-Century Panglong 
Conference. Last, the third way has been by encouraging the public’s participation in politics, 
especially by organizing signature campaigns, rallies, and protests (Nyein Nyein, 2014 February 
17; Thu Thu Aung, 2019 February 27). 
3. Social Protection: An Approach for Building Trust and Legitimacy 
Another approach more recently proposed specifically for Myanmar’s context by 
Mangshang and Griffiths (2018) is social protection, which can be defined as “all public and 
private initiatives that provide income or consumption transfers to the poor, protect the 
vulnerable against livelihood risks, and enhance the social status and rights of the marginalized; 
with the overall objective of reducing the economic and social vulnerability of poor, vulnerable 
and marginalized groups” (Sabates‐Wheeler & Devereux, 2007, p. iii). Since Myanmar has faced 
severe natural disasters and is considered to be one of the countries most vulnerable to the 
ecological and political effects of climate change (Barnett, 2006; Kreft, Eckstein, & Melchior, 
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2016; Rao et al., 2013), social protection can offer substantial opportunities for Myanmar’s 
government to build trust and strengthen social contracts (Mangshang & Griffiths, 2018, p. 63).  
All four approaches to social protection proposed by Mangshang and Griffiths (2018) can 
foster social trust and political legitimacy in Myanmar. The first approach promotes 
effectiveness in maintaining self-sufficiency by ascertaining the basic needs of citizens and by 
providing state-managed processes that address social vulnerabilities, risks, and uncertainties. In 
the second approach, universal social protection and social welfare can be provided to citizens on 
an equal basis in order to generate new meanings of national possession, in which the benefit of 
being part of the nation is advantageous. The third approach involves the provision of social 
protections to allow new iterations of protection and security, in which protection is defined 
mostly as the maintenance of conditions suitable for human thriving, instead of the continuance 
of territorial integrity or protection against violence. In that approach, the rights of citizens to 
protection means that the provision of security is protection not merely from violence but in 
favor of the economic and cultural rights of citizens. Last, in the fourth approach, dialogue about 
social protections opens an space that accommodates the intersection of politics versus Politics—
that is, macro versus micro policy—which creates the potential for processes of citizenship that 
are not defined simply by relationships between individuals and the state (Mangshang & 
Griffiths, 2018, pp. 67–68).  
In Myanmar, improving social protections should focus on raising the standards of living 
of ethnic groups, potentially by appropriating larger proportions of the national budget to 
Myanmar’s ethnic states. Because Myanmar is considered to be a victim of the natural resource 
curse, the country can start gradually overcoming that curse by enacting a more conscientious 
budgetary policy for ethnic groups. Such a solution would respond, for example, to the rise of the 
153 | P a g e  
 
Arakan Army, a newly emergent armed ethnic group that as of January 2019 has rapidly 
increased in strength and visibility on a near-daily basis. When asked about the reasons for the 
Arakan people’s dramatic support of the Arakan Army, Oo Hla Saw said that 
Many Arakan young people see [that] the central government has no efficient control 
over the state to bring prosperity and opportunities. People have lost faith in the democratic 
transition. The poverty rate and unemployment rate [have] become worse, which pushes their 
expectation and hope towards the armed groups more than ever. With the armed conflict 
spreading to Mrauk U, more people are in sympathy with the AA [Arakan Army]. The last resort 
for Arakan young people is to take arms and join the AA (RFA Burmese, 2019 March 26). 
4. Civil–Military Relations 
The last strategic approach suggested for Myanmar to transition into a federal democracy 
addresses the most crucial dynamic in the governance of Myanmar: civil–military relations. 
Regarding the political ideology of Myanmar’s military, Ye Myo Hein has stated that the 
military perceives its role to be that of the guardian or protector of the country, which is a 
perspective firmly accommodated by the 2008 Constitution. In a sense, it can be said that 
Myanmar’s Constitution is the political manifesto of Myanmar’s military (One News Myanmar, 
2018 September 21). Min Zin (BBC, 2018 March 17) has described the country’s military as an 
institution with two national interests—ensuring the non-disintegration of the military itself and 
developing a standing army—both of which are securely guaranteed by the 2008 Constitution. 
Myanmar’s military views itself not only as the guardian and defender of the nation but also as 
the institution with the sole authority to dictate how the country should move forward.  
Obvious evidence of that view appears in Article 6(f) of Myanmar’s constitution, which 
states that “enabling the Defense Services to be able to participate in the National political 
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leadership role of the State” is a “consistent objective” of the Union. Wholly unlike in the United 
States and India, the militarization of Myanmar by the armed forces has proceeded 
systematically in education, healthcare, the press, culture, and the economy, which has granted 
the military tremendous influence in the public sphere and in the bureaucracy. Data show that 
from 1974 to 1989, the appointment of civilians to ministerial positions occurred at a rate of only 
6%, whereas that of military officers occurred at a rate of 94%, as a part of which 1,724 military 
officers were appointed to civilian agencies (One News Myanmar, 2018 September 21). The 
number of military personnel in such positions rose so drastically that civilian staff members in 
several public sectors organized ribbon campaigns to resist the trend (Palatino, 2015 October 10). 
Today, complaints about so-called “deep state” problems in Myanmar have largely stemmed 
from the fact that retired military personnel in public agencies do not cooperate with duly elected 
officials (BBC Burmese, 2016 October 13). As a result of the military’s overwhelming role in 
Myanmar’s government, the challenges facing civil–military relations in Myanmar are equally 
overwhelming. In response, taking minor steps to improve those relations is preferable to taking 
a direct, confrontational approach, not least because the common method of establishing and 
developing a professional military that remains distinct from the country’s political life, as part 
of the classical model of objective civilian control, has not been practical in Myanmar. The 
application of that model is also problematic in Myanmar’s current security environment, in 
which armed conflicts abound (Maung Aung Myoe, 2017, p. 270).  
One of the most common assumptions concerning civil–military relations in Myanmar is 
that a lack of trust exists in those relations. Therefore, to initiate trust building, Myanmar’s 
politicians should focus on taking baby steps instead of directly intervening into the interests of 
the military. In that process, the culture of checks and balances between the executive branch and 
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the Pyidaungsu Hluttaw should not be undermined because it promotes democratic values. 
However, currently in power, the NLD has been managed according to a leadership style marked 
by centralized authoritativeness. The party’s leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, as state counsellor is the 
most powerful person in Myanmar’s government after the president. Because she heads the 
executive body, checks and balances between the executive and legislative branches of the 
government are weakening. Consequently, strong partisanship in the legislature has caused the 
military to characterize civil–military relations as “democratic bullying by the majority” and 
even the “tyranny of the majority” (San Yamin Aung, 2017 November 29). Such perspectives 
underscore the need to incrementally transform civil–military relations in Myanmar instead of 
radically and rashly altering them. Therefore, a more active check and balance between the 
legislative and executive banches is believed to deliver positive impact in the civil-military 
relationship. Such the lively check and balance can effectively help to develop the national 
interest and emphasize on it rather than a strong partisanship.The more consolidate the national 
interest, the larger space for all stakeholders to cooperate on. By this medium, building trust is 
more probabble in Myanmar. 
A particularly pragmatic step to reduce the influence of the military in Myanmar’s 
government and to cultivate an environment of trust is to better equip civilian politicians so that 
their capacity to govern is less impeachable, especially by military personnel. To redress the 
numerous complaints recently made about the performance of elected politicians (Kyaw Phyo 
Tha, 2019 March 15), the NLD should institute a performance-monitoring mechanism. As a 
prototype, the Anti-Corruption Commission has taken action against corrupted officials—both 
civilian politicians and retired military officials alike—even by incarcerating them (The 
Irrawaddy, 2018 September 28; Lun Min Mang, 2019 March 11). That sort of mechanism can 
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thus kill two birds with one stone, so to speak, by indirectly reducing deep-state problems and 
directly enhancing the performance of the bureaucracy. The NLD-led government should 
additionally consider establishing local and international think tanks, placing greater emphasis on 
the human resources sector, and providing such agencies with the power and authority to 
function more effectively. 
Meanwhile, the military also needs to shift its mind-set and begin to engage with the 
international community. Except for a few officers who have studied military science abroad, 
most military personnel have been isolated for decades, lack international experience, and thus 
need to learn more sophisticated, modern practices of civil–military relations on the international 
stage. At present, Myanmar’s military takes Russia and China as its role models, which are 
adopting authoritarian system. At the same time, by being warier of the military’s plan to 
construct a standing army as one of its top priorities, civilian politicians can develop greater 
understanding and trust with their counterparts, which should help Myanmar to advance toward 
establishing a federal democracy. 
The approaches introduced in the foregoing paragraphs are not only closely interrelated 
but also share aspects with existing models. Some are meant to strengthen trust between 
Myanmar’s civilians and military, whereas others are specifically intended to foster trust 
between the dominant Bamar and all other ethnic groups in the nation during its transition to a 
federal democracy. However, another aspect to consider in promoting democracy is creating a 
culture of federalism.  
(3) Sociological Approaches: Creating a Political Culture of Federalism  
As discussed in Chapter 5, to establish federalism, the design of the constitution as well 
as the sociological approaches of federalism, developing the software part of a federal society 
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and culture are essential. Creating shared values and shared political understanding that promotes 
civic support for the federal system is especially crucial in Myanmar given its severely fractured 
society. In the following, I make some recommendations for Myanmar to build a political culture 
of federalism and a federal society. The listed number of each topic reflects the prioritized 
ranking that needs to be considered in Myanmar. 
1. Democratic Citizenship 
First and foremost, the chief key challenge for Myanmar’s democratic transition for the 
sake of building a federal democratic system is the limited understanding of democratic concepts 
by the people. To build peace and social harmony in Myanmar, the awareness level of 
democratic citizenship needs to be heightened and enhanced. Gould (1988) believes that citizens 
should have initiative, respect for fellow citizens, a sense of commitment and responsibility, and 
a willingness to share and support others. Barber (1988) explain, “If political judgment is 
understood as an artful political practice conducted by adept citizens, then to improve our 
judgement we must strengthen our democratic practices” (p.211).  A mature democratic citizen is 
not free from the constraints of rationality, but he or she is to strive for making sound “public 
judgements” by relying on relevant facts, giving careful considering to other’s views and 
reflecting upon both his or her own personal interest and those of the public. As Dahl (1989) 
insisted that citizens should develop sound views on collective issues; casting vote itself does not 
have much intrinsic value for a democratic citizen, rather it depends more on the quality of the 
judgements underlying them.  
To build such kind of ideal democratic citizenship in Myanmar, two approaches can be 
adopted: participatory and deliberation approaches. Participatory approach promotes active 
public participation in the political process. Creating an environment for young people and 
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women to get involved in the political process is a must for Myanmar. An example that needs to 
be amended is the minimum age limit for Ward or Village Tract Administration should be from 
25 to 18. By expanding opportunities inclusively, more citizens will be able to develop qualities 
and skills for productive participation in democratic processes. The second approach is to expand 
diverse civic education programs especially in the remote areas and in conflict prone areas by 
adopting different strategies. Civic education advocates argue that the pursuit of democracy 
depends upon the direct conscious development of a deliberative citizenry (Barber, 1984; 
Schneider & Ingram, 1993). Democratic public forums and study circles can meet these 
objectives for other citizens (McAfee, McKenzie, & Mathews, 1990; Oliver, 1987). 
2. Monitoring Inter- and Intra-Ethnic Relations 
Despite controversy over the number, the official registration of 135 ethnicities in 
Myanmar clearly demonstrates that the country hosts an ethnically diverse society. As part and 
parcel of that divided society, more than 20 armed ethnic groups strive for ethnic equality, 
federalism, and autonomy. Protections for ethnic minorities have been even more disputable in 
Myanmar as different ethnic groups have increasingly shared adjacent or even overlapping 
territories. Although the international community has stressed the struggles of the Rohingya 
minority in Myanmar, other issues concerning minorities have also triggered ethnic conflicts in 
the country. One of the most pressing has been the clashes of minorities in Myanmar’s ethnic 
states.  
For example, Shanni minorities have resided in Kachin State even before the country 
gained independence. Similarly, many Kachin people reside in Shan State; House Speaker T 
Khun Myat is Kachin although his constituency is in Shan State. Also in Kachin State, tensions 
between Rawang and Lishaw or Lisu tribal groups run high, and the Rawang also oppose the 
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Jingphaw-dominated Kachin Independence Army in northern Myanmar. Meanwhile, in Chin 
State, although the Chin population amounts to only 0.9% of the national population, 53 tribes or 
clans that live there are officially registered under the five main tribal groups of the Zomi, Laimi, 
Khumi, Dai, and Asho. Elites in Chin State, especially of the small Laimi tribal group, have 
exploited the generic Chin identity for their own gain (Son, 2007) by falsely claiming that they 
represent the only group that truly represents all of the Chin people. Clearly, enmity runs strong 
among the various Chin groups. 
Such conflicts indicate the need to identify ways to protect minority groups in each ethnic 
minority state. Moreover, since many of those minorities are armed, they commit extortion and 
victimize unarmed groups, and when government forms of assistance or aid are available, the 
armed groups deny other groups access to them. Therefore, creating a mechanism for monitoring 
inter- and intra-ethnic relations is crucial in the process of establishing a federal democracy in 
Myanmar.  
3. Separation of Religion and State 
Separation of religion and state in Myanmar is especially crucial. As discussed in chapter 
three, religion has been a ready instrument for extreme nationalists to ignite conflicts in the 
country for many times. Since 2012, the resurgence of monk-led Buddhist nationalism has 
wreaked havoc upon the spirit of unity and religious tolerance in Myanmar. The movement has 
developed in parallel to the democratic movement, partly as the military’s strategy to weaken 
democratization by adopting a divide-and-conquer policy. 
Similar to the US Constitution and the Constitution of India, Myanmar’s Constitution not 
only recognizes the existence of various beliefs and geographical regions in the country but also 
the freedom to practice religion. However, the implementation of the law makes indicates how 
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those countries differ from Myanmar. Due to the long history of a Burmanized, under-equipped 
education system, Myanmar’s people can be easily brainwashed to commit structural and 
physical discrimination against people of other religions. Unless a comprehensive plan to counter 
such detrimental attitudes and biased convictions is implemented, confrontation, violence, and 
crisis will continue in the country. Such a comprehensive plan could involve implementing both 
soft and hard policies for different kinds of groups in the country.  
Educating the working class and grassroots communities about the diversity of race and 
religion, religious tolerance, and the perils of hate speech via different kinds of channels is a soft 
policy. By contrast, a hard policy would be rigidly implementing the law and penalizing anyone 
who violates it with the purpose of destroying the stability of society. The latter policy is 
necessary in addition to the former, since Myanmar’s people tend to obey laws only when severe 
punishment is certain should they disobey.  
4. Empowering a Nationwide Civil Society Network 
Since civil society is the backbone of democracy, it is necessary in Myanmar to support 
the development of a healthy nationwide network of civil society organizations. Many 
impressive examples can already be observed in Myanmar, where civilian groups actively 
campaign to stop armed infighting and end the civil war, halt the army’s offensives against 
armed groups in ethnic areas, and raise funds for internally displaced persons and disaster 
victims across the country. Such activities truly strengthen the social contract by enabling 
psychological bonding and closer attachments among various ethnic groups. Furthermore, 
several platforms such as civil society forums, seminars, and conferences have become powerful 
public arenas for all citizens to educate themselves about the union, cultivate a spirit of 
federalism, and afford better understanding among the different ethnic groups.  
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While functioning under the laws of the 2008 Constitution, the NLD-led government 
needs to pay attention to the empowerment of civil society as a strategy to promote democratic 
values, human rights, and attention to the voices of unheard groups in Myanmar’s society. On the 
contrary, if strengthening civil society is neglected, the threat of extremist nationalist movements 
becomes stronger, which in turn generates chaos and conflict. In a nutshell, it can be said that 
civil society is a platform upon which the federalist and democratic movements can accompany 
the forging of a federal state. 
5. Reviewing Citizenship Status 
Of the many challenges that lie ahead for Myanmar, the country also needs to resolve its 
problems related to citizenship in order to engender a spirit of federalism in its communities. In 
terms of theory, citizenship can be defined as, “A collection of rights and obligations which give 
individuals a formal legal identity; these legal rights and obligations have been put together 
historically as sets of social institutions such as the jury system, parliaments and the welfare 
states” (Turner, 1997, p.5). As explained in Chapter 2, the 1982 Citizenship Law that stipulates 
the criteria for indigenous status needs to be reviewed and revised. The current official number 
of 135 ethnicities, as well as the official category of ethnic identity itself, are inadmissible since 
data informing them were gathered and applied without the consultation of the ethnic groups 
concerned when General Ne Win headed Myanmar’s government.  
The need to review the Citizenship Law and ethnic status does not derive only from the 
need to accommodate members of the Rohingya ethnic group in Myanmar. Indeed, other ethnic 
individuals do not belong to any of the officially recognized ethnic groups, while ethnic Chinese, 
Indian, and Anglo–Burmese individuals are not officially recorded but formally excluded from 
the national narrative of ethnic coexistence (Farrelly, 2017, p. 140). For instance, the Naga 
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people, currently registered within the Chin group, want to be identified on their own terms. 
Similarly, some Chin people who live in the townships of Tedim and Tonzang and in the Kalay-
Kabaw Valley in the Sagaing Region want to be identified as Zomi and Kuki instead of Chin 
(Kipgen, 2018, p. 622). In reality, it is understandable that reviewing and revising the Citizenship 
Law could be tantamount to political suicide for any party at the moment. However, for the sake 
of national harmony and building a federal society, that fundamental task cannot be ignored by 
Myanmar’s government, for taking no action on the matter perpetuates legal discrimination 
against ethnic minorities.  
A simple starting point can be to revise the ethnic category by recognising people as 
indigenuous groups who had been in residence in the country before 1947, the year of singing 
Panglong Agreement and a year before independence. Therefore, it is highly recommended for 
national leaders to initiate such kind of long-term strategic plan to disentangle what has become 
Myanmar’s Gordian knot. The current political atmosphere in the country is especially 
conducive to solutions to the problem given the present leadership of the beloved figure of Aung 
San Suu Kyi.  
6. Reforming Education System 
One of the root causes for ethnic disunity in Myanmar is the education system, the 
curriculum of which focuses exclusively on the history and culture of only one ethnic people: the 
Bamar. As a result, the Bamar have limited awareness of the distinct cultural and historical 
backgrounds of other ethnic groups, which in turn are perhaps more familiar with the Bamar than 
their own people. In the past, Myanmar’s education system was based mostly on rote learning 
instead of on developing students’ critical thinking, and in the decades since, the curriculum has 
placed excessive focus on the literature, culture, and history of the Bamar people and their 
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perspectives. The result has been a nationalistic spirit based solely on the Bamar. Fueling that 
spirit have been textbooks used in schools that teach the history of the Bamar as though it were 
identical to the history of every other ethnic group, thereby implying that all of the ethnic groups 
of the Union have been under the rule of Bamar leaders. To make matters worse, the expansion 
of Burmese-language education has prompted many ethnic minorities to decry so-called 
“Burmanization.” 
That education policy has persisted even as Myanmar’s government has changed. It also 
seems that successive leaders of the country have had promoted the culturally chauvinistic idea 
that Bamar culture is superior to others. However, the spirit that should be raised in classrooms 
across the nation is not that of shallow Bamar nationalism but a spirit of unity—a spirit that gives 
due respect to all of the different ethnicities in Myanmar. Instead of focusing on rote learning, 
critical thinking must be emphasized above all in educating the students of Myanmar. Only then 
can a kind of broad, mature nationalism engender a process that will not only end ethnic conflicts 
but also lead to a peaceful coexistence among all members of the Union.  
First and foremost, decentralization of education is fundamental where most decisions are 
made from the top or the Ministry of Education. As all regions do not have the same kinds of 
educational needs, the decentralization can help address the issues and deal effectively with 
various problems. Ethnic languages, cultures and histories are rarely presented in school text 
books. The central spirit of school curriculum should be that all members of all ethnic groups in 
the country own Myanmar collectively and are obliged to promote its welfare. School curricula, 
therefore, should be reoriented to that end by integrating the culture, literature, and history of 
other ethnic groups into textbooks and by focusing on developing students’ ability to think 
critically. Like Indian education policy which is derived from those rights formulated a tri-
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language policy where students are taught in Hindi, English and one regional language, 
Myanmar needs to grant and design tri-language policy, English, Myanmar and mother tongue of 
ethnic group for the medium of instruction. In contrast to India, the language system of the 
United States has a long and different history: the bilingual education (Crawford, 1995). 
Although it was originally founded and continuously growing as a nation of immigrants 
characterized by linguistic and ethnic diversity, English was increasingly imposed as the 
common language of the USA (Crawford, 1995; Keller & Hooft, 1982). In 2001, the "No Child 
Left Behind" Act (NCLB) made it mandatory that students designated as having ‘Limited 
English Proficiency’ must attain the same English proficiency as the English-speaking students 
and also meet the same academic standards in all content areas (Menken 2008). There are no 
universities that use Spanish as the medium of instruction in the USA, with the exception of 
Puerto Rico, which has a special legal status (Durk & Jasone 2017, p. 234). 
7. Re-Educating the Teachers 
In addition to the education reform, for the sake of building a federal democratic society, 
programs of re-engineering and re-educating teachers is necessary. In this case, a lifelong 
learning process is vital in Myanmar. A theory of life-long learning needs to be embedded deeply 
in the Myanmar education policy. Lifelong learning is described as providing conditions that 
enable the individual to continue learning from childhood into old age in all the contexts where 
he or she may find himself or herself. Lifelong learning is seen as important for the individual’s 
continued growth and development, for the development of democracy and social life, and for 
ensuring that humanistic values are upheld in the work place (Soni, 2012). Lifelong learning’s 
core values of learning, exploring and serving, coupled with benefits for the mind, body, and 
165 | P a g e  
 
spirit, make it an incredibly powerful tool for personal transformation and enhancement 
(Nordstrom et al., 2006).  
Since most school teachers have been trained and educated by the philosophy of the 
military regime for years, they themselves are mostly filled with learning and knowledge which 
are mostly one-sided views, inaccurate facts and data of histories. Re-educating and a continuous 
lifelong learning can only reform their mindset to be more constructive in building a federal 
democratic society. Nevertheless, the one crisis in Myanmar is the lack of teachers in the areas of 
ethnic people, which are located in the remote areas. Many teachers are reluctant to serve in 
those areas due to poor infrastructure. For example, there are many schools in Chin state where 
only two to three teachers handle the whole primary schools (kindergarten to grade four). Such 
kind of conditions are common in many remote areas of ethnic regions. One solution is to 
establish teachers’ training institutes in different parts of Myanmar to educate and train native 
people to teach in their own regions.   
8. Implementing Volunteer Soldier System in Myanmar 
For the purpose of developing a federal society and reinforcing civil–military relations in 
Myanmar, it is highly recommended to implement a volunteer soldier system of military that 
accepts all the ethnic groups based on proportional system. This ethnically inclusive military has 
to protect Myanmar’s territory and defend its people, especially given its geopolitical position 
between two of the world’s largest countries, China and India. According to Article 386 of 
Myanmar’s Constitution, “Every citizen has the duty to undergo military training in accord with 
the provisions of the law and to serve in the Armed Forces to defend the Union.” However, that 
law reintroducing conscription has not yet entered into force. 
166 | P a g e  
 
This volunteer soldier system can pave a way for citizens of different ethnicities to have a 
better understanding of each other and a common experience, both of which can improve 
national cohesion. More importantly, the military representing all of the ethnic and religious 
groups in Myanmar is huge advantage to build federal standard army, which is currently not the 
case. The Constitution should redesign Myanmar’s military to be ethnically inclusive, with all 
groups involved in decision making regardless of their background, in recruiting, and in 
receiving promotion to higher ranks. Only then will all of Myanmar’s ethnic and religious groups 
have equal rights and equal opportunity in the military, which will help the members of those 
groups to consider Myanmar’s military as their military, not the Bamar Buddhist military. 
The approaches and strategies suggested are based on the analysis made in the previous 
discussion. Despite the proven establishment and functioning of the US and Indian models of 
federalism, it is impossible to directly apply them to Myanmar’s context, given the three 
countries’ different political backgrounds and situations. However, both the United States and 
India can provide some practical lessons for Myanmar.  
(4) Legal and Constitutional Approaches: Recommended Federal Model for Myanmar 
After discussing possible approaches and ideas for building a federalism system in 
Myanmar, in the final conclusion, the author will address a federal model that he finds suitable 
for most of Myanmar and that is constructed on the findings from the discussions in this 
dissertation. Since every country has its own unique political culture, distinct background, and 
nature, a federal model for Myanmar can never be applied unequivocally and wholly from any 
existing federal model of any country’s system even if it’s the quite efficient USA model. 
Therefore, the model the author proposes in this conclusion would be a mixed and tailored 
federal model originating from the USA and India federal models. 
167 | P a g e  
 
Similar to the USA federal model, Myanmar established a process of “coming together” 
federal model in the beginning at Panglong Conference. However, it is under a system of 
“putting together”. An ideal federal model that Myanmar needs to step forward into the future 
should be a “holding together” one, which is what India adopted. The India federal model, which 
the author specifically means in this case, is an asymmetrical federal arrangement. A 
symmetrical form of federalism, one that emphasizes equal representation in a whole, is just a 
wishful model. It is not relevant in the Myanmar political context. On the other hand, the 
asymmetrical federal arrangement avoids the two extreme ends.  
The first extreme end, the symmetrical model, ignores the diverse languages, multi-
cultures, and demographic differences, putting all the sectors into one same format. The second 
extreme end disproportionately favors only one majority ethnic group, a unitary form which is 
the “putting together” model that has been practiced by the military regime for decades. In any 
case, the power sharing process needs to recognize the Bamar ethnic race, comprising roughly 
70% of the total population. However, constitutionally secured self-autonomy for the non-Bamar 
ethnic minority groups needs even more consideration.  
To design a model that meets this medium ground, experts need to rearrange the ways 
power is shared in many sectors. Firstly, the legislative body needs to be reformed into a body of 
more proportional seats among all the ethnicities, as discussed in chapter six. Until the seven 
regions of the Bamar ethnic people evolve into states comprising two to three nationalities, the 
allotment seats of these regions at the parliament, assigning each Region six seats and each State 
12 seats in the Upper House (Amyotha Hluttaw/House of Nationalities), is an asymmetrical 
arrangement that needs to be considered.  
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Secondly, the electoral system in India which adopted a mixed system should be 
considered. The upper house in India (Rajya Sabha or Council of States) adopted a proportional 
representative (PR) system, and the lower house, Lok Sabha, has a first past the post (FPTP). In 
the same way, a proportional representative (PR) Electoral College at the upper house in 
Myanmar is hoped to accommodate a more diverse and moderate political culture in Myanmar. 
Myanmar needs to consider adopting this mixed Electoral College system. 
The Myanmar constitution recognizes Bamar languages as the only official language in 
the country while the Indian constitution guarantees linguistic rights to all citizens. Ethnic 
minority languages are widely used in both public and private sectors in India. About 58 
languages are used in school curricula; 47 languages are used in public administrations; 91 
languages are used in radio programs; and 87 languages are used in print-media publication 
(Benedikter 2009, p.17; Meganathan 2011). Nevertheless, a system that establishes regional 
languages, like that of India which recognizes 18 regional languages, is one that can truly handle 
the diverse languages in Myanmar.  
There are many ethnic languages spoken in Myanmar: a total of 111 languages. However, 
systematic study on these languages could reduce them into a much smaller number. As an 
example, some ethnic groups such as the Chin have 53 dialects or sub-ethnic groups on the list. 
However, some two or three ethnic groups speak the same dialect or language and some ethnic 
groups speak more than one dialect. Although I myself speaks the Kam Hau dialect of the 
Tiddim-Chin language, still I understand roughly 10 dialects or languages categorized under the 
Chin language; they have simply differences in accents and tones. A good start to recategorize 
the languages is basing the recent data of Ministry of Ethnic Affairs as the ministry prepares to 
teach 24 languages individually in different parts of Chin state and 51 languages at the national 
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level. While the Bamar language can be the medium of communication at the national level, a 
systematic recategorization of these diverse languages will help establish regional languages in 
Myanmar.  
One of the most favorable lessons to learn from India is that the constitution provides 
three lists showing a distribution of power, which empower the union. First, there is a union list, 
then a state list, and lastly a concurrent list that is shared by the state legislature and the union 
government. There are 100 items on the union list, which include defense, foreign affairs, 
currency, and railways; 61 items on the state list, including education, public health and local 
administration; and, finally, 52 items on the concurrent list, which control criminal law, 
electricity, forestry, and economic and social planning. These lists represent a more or less 
acceptable degree of power sharing that Myanmar could adopt. 40% of central revenues (tax and 
non-tax) transferred to the state, together with an elected legislative assembly, its own official 
language, and its own police force in India reveals that the state has a large extent of government 
power.  
Reforming the Supreme Court that suits and reflect the diverse society of Myanmar is an 
important innovative idea. Firstly, as discussed in chapter seven, Myanmar’s unique arrangement 
of court has the Supreme Court, the Court-Martial and the Constitutional Tribunal distinctively. 
Instead, the duties and responsibilities of the Constitutional Tribunal should be transferred to the 
jurisdiction of the Supreme Court, abolishing the Constitutional Tribunal to empower the 
Supreme Court’s role even more. At the same time, the Supreme Court can be made up of eight 
judges, a seat of each judge should be reserved for each ethnic. In addition to this, like the USA’s 
lifetime Supreme Court membership system or like that of India, limiting retirement at 65 years 
of age will help avoid partisan politics. As a result, the Supreme Court, representing all major 
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ethnicities equally having the power to define constitution will definitely help moderate the 
extreme politics in Myanmar. 
Reconstructing and empowering the Ministry of Religious and Culture Affairs and the 
Ministry of Ethnic Affairs are very instrumental in building a federal state, even without 
amending the 2008 Constitution. While the current Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture 
often times act as the Ministry of Buddhist Affairs, reforming this ministry to treat all religions 
equally and even protecting the rights of atheists is a necessity. Nevertheless, the government 
should grant more mandate to this ministry to control any religious extremism activities. 
Likewise, as a newly established ministry under the NLD government, the ministry of Ethnic 
Affairs has not had enough resources to actively conduct and mobilise ethnic affairs activities in 
Myanmar. Organizing activities such as ethnic nationalities’ cultural celebration, ethnic literature 
and history, ethnic sport and music shows and so on are simple but effective activities that can 
strongly strengthen the federal bonding in Myanmar.  
On the other hand, there are other valuable lessons to be learned from the USA federal 
model as well. First and foremost, the structural design of the USA constitution which is brief 
and rigidly written into only a few pages, unlike the voluminous India constitution, is strongly 
desirable for Myanmar since it will help decrease the clashes in interests among politicians and 
provide more space to pursue political compromise. However, still, the constitution needs to be 
flexible enough like India’s constitution in regard to the forming of new states, the reforming of 
state structures, and the changing of state names as Myanmar is at the beginner’s level in state 
and nation building towards the federal democracy.   
In contrast to India that has a single constitution, the USA constitution allows the states to 
have their own constitutions to regulate their own governance within their own political context. 
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This is a crucial one for Myanmar to provide such authority to the states whether other countries 
have it or not. Apart from this right, adopting basic democratic values and securing basic human 
rights like those found in the USA’s Bill of Rights are also essential for the citizens of Myanmar.  
The Bill of Rights enumerates the rights of citizens: equality, freedom, rights against 
exploitation, freedom of religion, cultural and educational rights, rights to property, and the right 
to constitutional remedies. Such rights not only will strengthen democratization, through a right 
such as freedom of expression, but also secure the rights of minorities and all the citizens in the 
country. This will also help in limiting tyranny of the majority or a person’s inappropriate or 
illegal right to control over other people. For these reasons, Myanmar should assure that these 
rights are secured in the constitution. This is an effective mechanism to reinforce 
democratization and federalization in Myanmar.  
Lastly and most importantly, civil–military relations in the two other countries should 
also be closely observed by the people of Myanmar as the transition toward federal democracy. 
Myanmar’s military has consistently entrenched its role in the country’s political life by 
exaggerating the geopolitical straits of the country as positioned between India and China as well 
as armed ethnic conflicts in the country. However, it should be remembered that India is under 
nuclear threat from Pakistan and possibly China, while the United States affords the right to bear 
arms to every citizen; despite those conditions, the militaries of both countries never threaten or 
realize coups d’état by exploiting such threats. Even when those militaries have not agreed with 
the decisions of elected civilians regarding war (e.g., in the wars in Vietnam and Iraq), they have 
submitted to the authority of the commanders-in-chief. In attempting to reform the civil-military 
relations in Myanmar, any civilian government should not ignore supporting the arm forces to 
build a standard army, educating and equipping them with modern weapon and technology, and 
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with strong democratic political ideology. This kind of reform may not bring any immediate 
result; however, this is the only longterm choice. A smart power strategy is needed in dealing 
with the Myanmar military, a mixed of carrot and stick method will be the best choice among the 
few options since isolating the military will not work.   
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